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Abstract 
 
Exploring the Experiences of Enlisted Active Duty Soldiers in Obtaining Their Initial 
College Degree: A Basic Qualitative Study 
 
Ronan N. Ramirez, Ed.D. 
Drexel University, March 2018 
Chairperson: Salvatore Falletta 
 Despite access to institutions of higher learning and readily available funding to 
attend them, only 12% of U.S. Army Enlisted Soldiers possess any type of college 
degree.  This study identified the factors that provided the greatest challenges to Enlisted 
Soldiers in attempting to complete an initial college degree.  
This study utilized interviews as a primary means of data collection as part of a 
basic qualitative methodology designed to capture the lived experiences of 12 research 
participants.  The research questions used were: (a) What programs in academia and the 
military do active duty Enlisted Soldiers believe are available to assist them in the 
completion of an initial degree? (b) What has motivated active duty Enlisted Solders to 
enroll in degree programs (c) What is the essence of the experiences of active duty 
Enlisted Soldiers who have considered or attempted a degree during their enlistment?  
Following in-depth interviews with each of the 12 participants, descriptive and 
pattern coding were conducted to analyze the results.  Relevant literature related to the 
study was also taken into account when analyzing the findings.  Five interpreted results 
emerged: (a) preparation for transition into civilian life figures prominently as a motive 
and right to take college courses; (b) experiences and opportunities with civilian 
education vary greatly due to variables that include dynamic locations, career fields, duty 
positions, and stages of career; (c) fundamental knowledge of how college works is 
critical to student success, but often absent; (d) length of time in service enhances the 
likelihood of course and degree completion; and (d) failure to take full advantage of 
college opportunities on active duty remains an emotive experience for many.   
Recommendations resulting from this study that may increase the likelihood of 
Enlisted Soldiers’ success as college students and included: (a) develop greater 
communication among commands, education centers, and institutions of higher learning 
that serve Enlisted Soldiers; (b) develop better communication between various local 
institutions of higher education at individual duty locations to provide opportunities for 
sharing best practices and streamline the accumulation of credit hours between those 
schools; (c) assess the possibility of limiting, consolidating, or establishing preferences 
for degree programs in order to more easily clarify options for Enlisted Soldiers.  
 
Keywords: military civilian education, tuition assistance, military outreach, non-
traditional student motivation, adult student motivation, basic qualitative study. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Research 
Introduction to the Problem 
According to the most recent data made available to the public by the U.S. Army 
(2014), as of 2013, only 12% of all U.S. Army Enlisted Soldiers completed any degree to 
include associate, bachelor’s, or master’s degrees.  The U.S. Army accounted for nearly 
40% of the Department of Defense’s (DoD) Tuition Assistance (TA) spending in 2013 
(U.S. Government Accountability Office [GAO], 2014).  It is also to be noted that U.S. 
Army active duty Enlisted Soldiers (Enlisted Soldiers) comprise over 80% of the U.S. 
Army (2014) and require only a GED for entry.  
The author of this research, with experience as both a U.S. Army Veteran and 
U.S. Army Civilian, has routinely encountered Enlisted Soldiers with greater than 90 
credit hours of college, but no degree(s) of any kind.  Additionally, he has been unable to 
locate any official data from the U.S. Army regarding Enlisted Soldiers’ number of 
earned credit hours or success rates in degree completion.  While it is unclear what 
percentage of their data refers specifically to Enlisted Soldiers, as of April 30, 2017, the 
GoArmyEd.com website stated that 260,034 Army personnel were using TA at 2,566 
different schools or 8,159 distance learning programs (U.S. Army, n.d.).  
Limited Scholarly Research Available 
While the U.S. Government, non-profit entities, and scholars alike have noted that 
research pertaining to the study of Enlisted Soldiers’ and Veterans’ college experiences is 
limited, substantial information is available from practitioners at local institutions of 
higher education sharing their “best practices” in journals targeted toward educators and 
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administrators at institutions of higher learning (Brown & Gross, 2011; Clemens & 
Milsom, 2008; Halligan, 2007; Johnson, 2009; Jones, 2013; Olsen, Badger, & McCuddy, 
2014; Osborne, 2014; Vacchi, 2012; Wilson, 2014; Zinger & Cohen, 2010).  However, 
within the available research, there is significantly more research pertaining to Veterans’ 
civilian education experiences versus those of active duty personnel.  Generally, only 
anecdotal parts of Veteran research have provided information regarding Veterans’ 
earlier experiences in attempting to complete their degrees prior to their status as 
Veterans while they were still on active duty.  To complicate things further, available 
scholarly works’ definitions prove challenging with the topic of Enlisted Soldiers’ 
civilian education experiences since “Veteran,” “military,” and “active duty” labels all 
appear to be used interchangeably amongst researchers.  However, each definition 
reflects distinctions amongst those groups.   
Furthermore, breaking groups down by branch (Army or Navy) and component 
(active duty or Reserve or Guard) is also not always clear in existing research.  Enlisted 
Soldiers are part of the overall force of the active duty Army, but exist in the U.S. Army 
Reserve and National Guard as well.  The Army is part of the DoD, but Veterans may 
come from any of the other branches of the Armed Forces as well.  Words that may 
appear interchangeable to a civilian have very specific meaning when identifying 
members of the armed services.   
As stated, scholars have recognized that available scholarly research examining 
this specific problem appears to be limited.  Their assessment appears to align with U.S. 
government entities who have also recognized academia’s dearth of research regarding 
active duty personnel aside from targeting them as a demographic to increase enrollments 
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(United States Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee [Senate 
Health], 2012).  
Statement of the Problem to be Researched 
Despite access to institutions of higher learning and readily available funding to 
attend, only 12% of U.S. Enlisted Soldiers possess any type of college degree (Senate 
Committee on Homeland Security & Governmental Affairs [Senate], 2011; U.S. Army, 
2014).   
Previous Problems in Administration of Benefits 
Research available on degree and credit completion is limited.  However, 
Congressional inquiries have highlighted two substantial problems that may play a 
prominent role in limited degree completion rates.  Upon the direction of Congress, the 
GAO (2011) conducted a review to assess the DoD’s implementation of TA programs.  
GAO’s findings yielded the following conclusions: (a) DoD should take third-party 
accreditation information into account when considering what schools can receive TA, 
(b) DoD should develop a centralized complaint system regarding schools receiving TA, 
(c) DoD should review its process by which it oversees schools, and (d) DoD should take 
action to ensure TA funds are only used at accredited institutions since DoD’s original 
accreditation review system did not apply any review to online schools as late as 2010.  
While no publicly available information identified the means through which DoD now 
accredits online schools, it is highly likely that a policy was adopted based upon GAO’s 
recommendation to Congress. 
A subsequent report, also produced by the GAO (2014), was to assess the role of 
DoD-provided Education Advisors who are responsible for advising military students on 
  
4 
identifying potential schools, courses, and sources of funding and to review the 
evaluation process the DoD uses to evaluate schools receiving TA.  GAO (2014) also 
concluded that DoD’s Education Advisor contractors did not collect the information 
needed to properly evaluate participant schools, nor did DoD require that information 
about the participant schools be collected in its contract with the contractor.  As a result, 
the use of the contractor to evaluate schools was suspended until the DoD could better 
define what would be required in evaluation data prior to tendering a contract.  The 
GAO’s findings suggest problems with the DoD and, by association, the U.S. Army in 
the administration of TA programs.   
Additionally, as part of the U.S. Senate’s larger review of TA, the testimony also 
cited examples of for-profit schools fabricating transferability of units to other degree 
programs and also recognized that the military was not tracking the progress of students’ 
degree objectives or completion rates while using TA (Senate, 2011).  The findings 
suggest some institutions of higher learning may have targeted Enlisted Soldiers and their 
TA as a revenue source with little concern for ensuring their “success” as defined by 
obtaining a degree.  As an example, one for-profit university, the University of Phoenix, 
was banned in 2015 by the DoD from receiving TA or recruiting any DoD personnel into 
their programs.  However, after a review of their practices, the University of Phoenix was 
cleared and was once again allowed onto DoD facilities (Altman, 2016).  
Likely as a result of these prior issues, the DoD (n.d.b) currently offers the 
website https://www.dodmou.com/TADECIDE, which features “TA DECIDE,” a 
“dynamic information and comparison tool designed specifically to aid participants of 
DoD's TA program in making informed choices on schools and education programs” 
  
5 
(para. 1).  TA DECIDE also includes information on the number of enlisted personnel 
who have used TA at any given school as well as the number who have graduated from 
that institution.  The www.dodmou.com website makes reference to Department of 
Defense Instruction 1322.25 (Stanley, 2014), last updated on July 7, 2014, and outlines 
institution of higher learning requirements for acceptance of TA funds as well as the 
Army’s specific requirements for aligning those institutions with Army policies, 
specifically the use of www.GoArmyEd.com (DoD, n.d.b).   
The Experience of Enlisted Soldiers as Students 
Unlike their civilian peers, who likely transition from the educational guidance 
provided by high schools to educational guidance provided by a subsequent institution of 
higher learning, Enlisted Soldiers, by virtue of their obligatory mobility, have multiple 
advisors in making informed decisions about participating in degree programs.  While 
Enlisted Soldiers appear to have experienced the changes and issues identified above, no 
publicly available data are available to indicate if they, individually or collectively, have 
ever voiced any concerns desiring different assistive benefits or sources of guidance.  The 
issues identified above have occurred at the national level, but may have had direct 
effects on the ability of Enlisted Soldiers to complete degrees or at least further their 
progress toward degree completion.  This research substantially explored the motivations 
and experiences of Enlisted Soldiers through their efforts to complete college courses, in 
ultimate pursuit of a degree, while on active duty. 
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Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
Purpose Statement 
This study sought to identify the factors that create the greatest challenges to 
Enlisted Soldiers on active duty who are considering or working towards an initial 
college degree.  Based upon U.S. Army data, only 12% of Enlisted Soldiers possess any 
type of degree (U.S. Army, 2014).  The low percentage of degree completion suggests 
there may be impediments of some sort.  This study focused on Enlisted Soldiers’ 
experiences in taking college courses in support of obtaining an initial college degree, 
whether it was an associate or bachelor’s degree based upon the researcher’s recognition 
that some may not be interested in completing an associate degree and solely desire to 
complete a bachelor’s degree.  This study also included some of the experiences of 
Soldiers who, even when technically presented all the same benefits as their peers, 
elected not to pursue any college courses while on active duty, as their experiences also 
contributed to this researcher’s understanding of all factors involved in low degree 
completion rates.    
Significance of the Problem 
Despite noted substantial expenditures by the U.S. Army, available research has 
suggested that little data is available to determine the return on those investments in terms 
of Enlisted Soldiers’ degree completion (GAO, 2014).  The research conducted in this 
study may assist the U.S. Army in establishing greater efficacy in the expenditure of TA 
towards degree completion and reduce whatever administrative impediments may exist 
for Enlisted Soldiers that hinder their degree completion.  Moreover, this research may 
benefit institutions of higher education as well, providing them with a deeper 
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understanding of what is needed in the way of support programs that will increase both 
course and degree completion rates for their students who are Enlisted Soldiers.  
Research Questions Focused on Solution Finding 
This basic qualitative study explored the contemporary environment Enlisted 
Soldiers face while attempting to complete an initial college degree available to U.S. 
college students.  This research was guided by these questions: 
1. What programs in academia and the military do active duty Enlisted Soldiers 
believe are available to assist them in the completion of an initial college 
degree? 
2. What has motivated active duty Enlisted Solders to enroll in degree programs? 
3. What is the essence of the experiences of active duty Enlisted Soldiers who 
have considered or attempted a degree during their enlistment?  
Conceptual Framework 
Researcher’s Stance 
In addition to the challenges faced during the last 16 years of multiple wars, 
which required deployments to environments in which the pursuit of educational goals 
was especially challenging, multiple challenges were also informally identified to the 
researcher by Enlisted Soldiers during those years to include inability to transfer credits 
between different institutions attended at different U.S. Army duty locations and 
uncertainty regarding what classes were necessary for degree completion after being 
awarded college credits for military training.  
The majority of experiences previously shared with the researcher typically 
involved Soldiers from Military Occupational Specialties (MOS) within Combat Support 
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branches of the U.S. Army.  Combat Support MOS provide support to Combat Arms 
Soldiers who have the jobs civilians most routinely associate with the U.S. Army, such as 
Infantry and Field Artillery.  As a result, the researcher considered that Soldiers with a 
Combat Support MOS may be more likely to serve in duties and environments more 
permissive for study and pursuit of civilian education.  This study broadened the author’s 
exposure to Soldiers from other types of military jobs and further developed a clearer 
picture of the challenges Enlisted Soldiers face when attempting to take college courses 
in pursuit of a college degree.  While the researcher was once an Enlisted Soldier himself 
who utilized TA to complete a degree program, it was over a decade ago and for a 
graduate program.  With those experiences considered, the researcher did share some 
similar experiences even if the circumstances are not identical to those of the participants 
of this study.  
Philosophical Stance 
Based upon the breadth of backgrounds and experiences of this study’s 
participants in considering or attempting to obtain a degree, their experiences were 
reflective of Merriam and Tisdell’s (2016) suggestion, “there is no single, observable 
reality . . . (but) multiple realities, or interpretations, of a single event” (p. 9).  As a result 
of the breadth of experiences and interactions, this research was primarily from the 
perspective of a social constructivist, as participants were asked to share the “subjective 
meaning of their experiences” with the researcher (Creswell, 2013, p. 24).   
Additionally, the breadth of participants’ experiences suggested the likelihood of 
“multiple realities . . . constructed through lived experiences” shared with the researcher 
and crafted in a manner aligned with Creswell’s (2013, p. 36) epistemological perspective 
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on Social Constructivism.  This research was conducted as a basic qualitative study in 
order to capture the full spectrum of participants’ experiences as they all shared the 
commonalities of having substantial education benefits while on active duty with the 
Army and ultimately had considered, were attempting, or had completed a college 
degree, irrespective of other unique circumstances they possessed such as location, 
personal responsibilities, and having varying degrees of preparation for college.  
Furthermore, Merriam et al. (2016, p. 24) note that constructivism directs their definition 
of a basic qualitative study. 
Elements of pragmatism were also present in this research.  Pragmatism was 
present as this research explored socially constructed realities while maintaining the 
realization that participants’ individual experiences ultimately exist with “consequences” 
that Enlisted Soldiers neither anticipated nor desired (Paul, Graffam, & Fowler, 2005, p. 
46). 
Based on the nature of the topic and the fact that it suggested a problem, this 
research, to a degree, also involved the perspective of critical theory (Paul et al., 2005).  
Critical theory was applicable, as this research studied the effects of a group or groups 
empowered to create conditions to promote policies and programs for another group, 
which, based on current numbers, appeared to be experiencing limited success.  This 
researcher attempted to understand how, even with programs in place that appeared to 
encourage student success amongst Enlisted Soldiers, degree completion remained a 
rarity. 
Lastly, the perspectives of former Enlisted Soldiers, who are now Veterans, 
regarding this topic provided an interpretivist perspective by approaching the problem 
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through the lens of the Enlisted Soldiers whose civilian academic endeavors on active 
duty required the navigation of programs designed to facilitate their taking civilian 
college courses (Paul et al., 2005).  This research intended to capture how they saw 
things, how they felt, and continue to feel about it and provided a study of an effect in 
addition to a cause. 
Conceptual Framework 
Three streams of theory, research, and practice were reviewed to provide a 
foundation for exploring the experiences of Enlisted Soldiers.  Collectively, they 
informed the research on factors and experiences that were both exclusively those of 
Enlisted Soldiers, as well as those that were shared with other groups who have been 
researched more substantially.   
The first stream explored DoD, Army, and civilian institutions of higher 
education programs that facilitated Enlisted Soldiers taking college courses and college 
degree attainment.  While academic research within this stream is limited, knowledge of 
DoD programs is critical in understanding what resources were available to Enlisted 
Soldiers in their pursuit of a degree.  Also, while not “research,” there is a substantial 
amount of documented “best practices” publications for both active duty and Veteran 
students authored by student service personnel in academic institutions nationwide.  The 
research presented by these authors may also help shape an understanding of the 
feedback educators received from students with military affiliations while attending 
college.    
The second stream explored attrition and success factors amongst students in 
community colleges.  Attrition and success factors amongst community college students 
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shared significant overlap with Enlisted Soldiers as participants of both groups shared 
the goal of completing an initial degree as first-time college students.  While 
circumstances in completing those goals varied due to factors such as number of schools 
attended and full-time employment, the initial experiences of college courses and the 
ultimate goal of completing an initial degree are consistent. 
Finally, research regarding the characteristics and motivations of adult and non-
traditional learners was also reviewed.  This topic was relevant due to the common 
themes shared between adult and non-traditional learners with Enlisted Soldiers, 
particularly those later in their careers.  Among the factors shared by both groups were 
employment in addition to school, being over the age of 17, and responsibilities outside 
of school such as family.  
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework for this study. 
 
Figure 1 reflects how the three streams contributed to inform the current research 
gap pertaining to Enlisted Soldiers and their civilian education in general.  While limited 
in true research, the first stream of “experiences” with college and DoD programs is 
critical in providing context for the experiences about which this research sought to learn 
more.  Due to the limited numbers of Enlisted Soldiers with degrees, attrition and success 
research may be of value, as many Enlisted Soldiers initially shared many of the same 
challenges as their civilian peers in attempting to complete a degree.  Finally, as their 
lives went on and their careers progressed, Enlisted Soldiers began to share common 
attributes with adult and non-traditional students attempting to complete a degree.  As the 
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figure suggests, while overlap is not complete for any of the individual areas, many 
experiences and population attributes did overlap.   
Definitions of Terms 
Army Education Center 
Army-staffed centers, located on Army posts worldwide that act as a 
“clearinghouse” for educational programs available both nationally through 
distance learning as well as those institutions that have campuses locally or on the 
respective Army post.  Army Education Centers “provide(s) assistance to Soldiers 
and their adult Family Members in developing long and short term 
educational/professional plans for personal development and growth” (U.S. 
Army, 2016a, para. 3). 
Enlisted Soldier 
Enlisted Soldiers, with ranks such as “Private,” execute the missions of specific 
Army specialties such as Field Artillery, Infantry, Military Intelligence, etc. (U.S. 
Army, 2015; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2014).  This term also includes 
Noncommissioned Officers (NCO) with ranks such as “Sergeant.”   
GI Bill 
A Veterans Administration program that provides funding for college, which may 
be used either during or after active duty or through other requirements when 
involving the National Guard or Reserve (U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 
n.d.). 
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OPTEMPO 
A combination of the words “operation” and “tempo.”  As a result, OPTEMPO 
can be summarized as the frequency of operations or missions that require 
personnel involvement (Castro & Adler, 1999). 
Tuition Assistance   
A Department of Defense program that provides funding for all active Duty 
personnel for higher education; Tuition Assistance is independent of the GI Bill.  
“TA” is utilized through the GoArmyEd.com website (U.S. Army, 2013a). 
Veteran 
Veterans include anyone who has served on active duty but currently is not (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2013). 
Assumptions and Limitations 
Assumptions 
The author worked with several assumptions developed through previous “ad 
hoc” interviews conducted informally prior to the construction of this research: (a) U.S. 
Army Enlisted Soldiers are provided with conflicting information regarding how “best” 
to complete a degree; (b) U.S. Army leadership desires that Enlisted Soldiers efficiently 
use their TA benefits towards degree completion; and (c) the Army, Education Centers, 
and schools are providing educational advice to Enlisted Soldiers that minimizes their 
success.  
Limitations 
This study was generally limited to research conducted through interviews of 
prior Enlisted Soldiers attending a single state university campus in California and 
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through interviewing recently discharged U.S. Army Veterans about their experiences 
in considering or attempting an initial degree while on active duty.  A small additional 
population (approximately 25%) was obtained through convenience and snowball 
sampling using social media.  However, all participants resided on the West Coast of the 
U.S. and were either actively enrolled in a college program in pursuit of a bachelor’s 
degree or were on a short-term hiatus from doing so due to personal and professional 
obligations.   
While participants provided a fairly diverse representation of Soldiers who served 
in different types of Army jobs, the researcher’s initial concern regarding the limitations 
created by California’s robust and affordable community college network and the 
possibility that they postponed their education knowing they would only enlist for a short 
time and return to higher learning offerings in California proved incorrect.  Many were 
not from California and none referred to anticipating enrollment at any specific school in 
the state until their separation from active duty was imminent. 
Also, the population unexpectedly had high percentages of Soldiers from certain 
job fields.  Military Intelligence Soldiers accounted for approximately a third of 
participants, while Infantry Soldiers accounted for nearly 17%.  As a result, these two 
types of Soldiers accounted for nearly half of all participants.  However, while the 
experiences of the Infantry Soldiers were remarkably consistent, the experiences of the 
Military Intelligence Soldiers varied greatly.   
While the basic qualitative approach was designed to accommodate the wide 
variances of participants’ experiences, it also presented an inherent bias due to its single 
method of collecting data exclusively through interviews.  Based on participants varying 
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degrees of experiences, which were both dated and recent, and in-person and remote 
interviews, additional means of consistent data collection such as observations, artifacts, 
or even surveys, would have likely been unsuccessful.   
Researcher bias.  The researcher has accumulated nearly 20 years of experiences 
on three continents with Enlisted Soldiers and their efforts to complete civilian education 
requirements to obtain a degree.  Based upon those experiences, the researcher has 
developed substantial empathy for Enlisted Soldiers, particularly since he at one point 
also took college courses using TA to complete a degree.  However, unlike most Enlisted 
Soldiers, the researcher used TA to complete a master’s degree, which was administered 
differently and targeted towards Officers resulting in timely degree completion.  Because 
of this, the researcher has some degree of what Herr and Anderson (2005) would 
recognize as “insider” knowledge based upon sharing an experience similar to this 
study’s participants.   
Based on these experiences and the government reporting seen in Chapter 2 of 
this research, the researcher is inclined to champion Enlisted Soldiers as a disadvantaged 
group possibly experiencing poorly planned and executed government programs.  With 
that in mind, the researcher feels optimistic in the overall design of this research that will 
allow formerly Enlisted Soldiers to speak for themselves in order to overcome, “the 
preconceived biases and judgments” that the researcher is aware he has developed 
(Creswell, 2012, p. 21).   
Summary 
Low degree completion rates among Enlisted Soldiers is an issue worthy of 
examination in and of itself, particularly considering technological developments in 
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instruction, such as online and blended format classes, which allow more convenience 
and opportunity than ever before.  The issue is further compounded when government 
data reflect more being spent on TA than ever before while completion rates remain low.    
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Chapter 2: The Literature Review 
Introduction to Chapter 2 
As of 2013, only 12% of Enlisted Soldiers have any kind of college degree (U.S. 
Army, 2014).  Stakeholders from the DoD to academia have recognized that limited data 
are available for the study of Enlisted Soldiers.  However, there is information available 
written by practitioners at colleges and universities regarding their “best practices” 
(Brown & Gross, 2011; Clemens & Milsom, 2008; Halligan, 2007; Johnson, 2009; Jones, 
2013; Wilson, 2014; Olsen et al., 2014; Osborne, 2014; Vacchi, 2012; Zinger & Cohen, 
2010).  Based upon the availability of that information, the first stream reviews programs 
provided by colleges and the DoD/Army that facilitate Enlisted Soldiers’ college degree 
attainment.  Additionally, this stream provides a critical baseline of knowledge in 
understanding the resources Enlisted Soldiers have at their disposal.   
Since only 12% of Enlisted Soldiers have a degree of any kind, studies of attrition 
and success at community colleges may also inform this research, as community college 
students like Enlisted Soldiers find themselves in pursuit of an initial college degree, the 
associate degree.  For lower Enlisted Soldiers in their late teens and early 20s, this group 
may share many experiences that would also be true to them. 
As Soldiers’ lives and careers progress, like those of their civilian counterparts, 
they may drift from being closely associated with first-time college students such as those 
beginning at a community college to being more closely aligned with non-traditional or 
adult learners.  This is likely based upon their increased professional and family 
responsibilities as well as other factors associated with non-traditional and adult learners. 
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Figure 2. Graphic representing the three research streams. 
 
 
Literature Review 
The first stream reviews active duty and Veteran students’ experiences with 
college and Defense Department programs designed to facilitate degree attainment.  The 
second stream covers student attrition and success factors in community colleges.  The 
third stream reviews adult and non-traditional learner motivations in completing an initial 
degree. 
Active Military and Veteran Experiences with College and Defense Department 
Programs That Facilitate Enlisted Soldiers’ College Degree Attainment 
 
Limited information specific to the experiences of Enlisted Soldiers attempting 
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learning, reflecting the assessed needs of both active duty and Veteran students, 
attrition and success factors amongst community college students, and adult and non-
traditional student motivation and challenges.  In light of the limited information 
pertaining to the specific demographic of Enlisted Soldiers attempting to complete their 
initial degree, these topics provide the most closely related relevant data and research 
based on the shared characteristics of Enlisted Soldiers with students entering a degree-
granting institution who have no prior college experience and students who have 
substantial responsibilities as adults employed full-time, in some cases with children, 
attempting to complete any degree.  
Substantial programs in place.  The DoD and the Army each have programs in 
place to facilitate college course and degree completion for active duty Enlisted Soldiers.  
While the Veterans Administration’s GI Bill, in its various iterations, is routinely 
addressed in studies of both Veterans’ and Enlisted Soldiers’ educational endeavors, little 
attention is paid to the DoD’s TA program that provides college funds to Enlisted 
Soldiers with no effect on GI Bill benefits (MilitaryBenefits, 2013).  Currently, Enlisted 
Soldiers must utilize www.GoArmyED.com, an online portal for managing the use of TA 
benefits.  This site also provides other services, previously conducted through Army 
Education Center Counselors.  GoArmyED also includes links to accredited college 
programs with over 100 degree plans available online (U.S. Army, 2013a).  The 
GoArmyED website further provides guidance on Defense Activity for Non-Traditional 
Education Support (DANTES).  Managed at the DoD level, DANTES, through its 
website, facilitates enrollment in schools and provides information regarding credits 
received and financial aid available (U.S. Department of Defense, n.d.a). 
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Also accessed via the GoArmyED website is the Service members Opportunity 
College Army Degree (SOCAD).  SOCAD comprises colleges and universities that 
accept each other's courses in various programs of study.  This limits issues regarding 
transferability of coursework.  SOCAD has two programs, SOCAD-2 for associate 
degrees and SOCAD-4 for bachelor’s degrees (U.S. Army, 2013b). 
Lack of oversight of DoD education programs.  Despite these myriad 
programs, recently, the federal government appeared to recognize problems with their 
administration.  Problems were so pronounced that the U.S. Senate has held hearings to 
determine the extent of the TA program failings (Senate, 2011).  According to testimony 
delivered before the U.S. Senate, TA spending rose from $157 million in 2000 to $500 
million in 2009.  The testimony further identified laws that prohibited schools from 
receiving more than 90% of their funding from federal sources – of which, TA and the GI 
Bill do not count (Senate, 2011).   
Greater accountability suggested, non-profits serve as oversight stopgap.  
Upon the direction of Congress, the GAO (2011) conducted a review to assess DoD’s 
implementation of TA program.  DoD’s original accreditation review system, while 
limited, did not apply any review to online schools as late as 2010.  GAO’s findings led 
to the following conclusions: (a) DoD should take third-party accreditation information 
into account when considering what schools can receive TA, (b) DoD should develop a 
centralized complaint system regarding schools receiving TA, (c) DoD should review its 
process by which it oversees schools, and (c) DoD should take action to ensure TA funds 
are only used at accredited institutions (GAO, 2011). 
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A subsequent report was produced by the GAO (2014) to assess the role of 
DoD-provided Education Advisors (EA) who are responsible for advising military 
students by identifying potential schools, courses, and sources of funding to obtain them.  
These EAs also review the evaluation process the DoD uses to evaluate schools receiving 
TA.  In that report, GAO used 2011-2013 data and in-person visits to a Joint Base in 
Maryland to conduct their assessment of the efficacy of DoD EA’s role in evaluating 
schools for receiving TA.  GAO (2014) concluded that DoD’s EA contractors did not 
collect the information needed to properly evaluate participant schools, nor did the DoD 
require that information be collected in its contract with the contractor.  As a result, the 
use of EA contractors to evaluate schools was suspended until DoD could better define 
what would be required in their evaluations prior to it being tendered in a contract (GAO, 
2014a). 
While TA DECIDE now assists Enlisted Soldiers in assessing an institution prior 
to their use of TA, it appears a non-profit organization, the Student Veterans of America 
(SVA; 2014) is assuming the role of collecting and assessing data regarding the success 
and completion rates of Enlisted Soldiers and Veterans through their “Million Records 
Project,” which acts in partnership with the Department of Veterans Affairs (SVA, 2014).  
The goal of the Million Records Project is to provide up-to-date information pertaining to 
Veteran education.  The SVA (2014) also recognizes data pertaining to Veterans’ degree 
completion are difficult to obtain.  The SVA’s (2014) assessment mirrors statements in 
other studies related to the limited data available for studying Veterans’ or active duty 
personnel’s educational experiences (Olsen et al., 2014; Wilson, Smith, Lee, & 
Stevenson, 2013).   
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Local best practices.  While the U.S. Government, non-profits, and scholars 
alike have noted that data availability for the study of Enlisted Soldiers and Veterans 
college experiences is limited, the majority of information available is the product of 
practitioners at institutions of higher education sharing their research on “best practices” 
in journals targeted toward educators and administrators at institutions of higher learning 
(Brown & Gross, 2011; Clemens & Milsom, 2008; Halligan, 2007; Johnson, 2009; Jones, 
2013; Olsen et al., 2014; Osborne, 2014; Vacchi, 2012; Wilson, 2014; Zinger & Cohen, 
2010).  Despite much of the information available being limited to specific studies, 
common themes emerge from the available research and non-research-based articles alike 
pertaining to the experience Veterans, much more so than Enlisted Soldiers, have on 
college campuses.  Arguably, the experiences of Veterans would likely share some 
similarities with those of Enlisted Soldiers as well since both groups share the formative 
experience of having served in the military.  
In Olsen et al.’s (2014) study of Veterans attending college, the most substantial 
themes that were recorded from interviews with Veterans were related to their 
recognition of their own self-discipline, challenges with social interactions, and need for 
programs that facilitated connecting with other student Veterans and to assist in social 
integration.  Osborne’s (2014) study of 14 Veterans attending a university concurred with 
Olsen et al.’s study by recognizing that Veterans noted they were more mature than their 
civilian student counterparts and were not engaged with the college they attended.  
Osborne’s (2014) study further identified that Veterans often felt “stigmatized” by other 
students and instructors based on their Veteran status.  While depicting another institution 
of higher learning in the U.S., Ford, Northrup, and Wiley’s (2009) observations regarding 
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how to enhance the experience of military students closely mirrors Osborne’s 
suggesting consistency of needs.  Dalcher’s (2014) study further identified feelings of 
isolation and loneliness among combat Veterans, as well as feelings of being in a 
different stage in their lives than their civilian counterparts without military experience.   
Zinger and Cohen’s (2010) findings and conclusions done four years previous to 
Osborne’s (2014) study were largely were similar.  Zinger and Cohen recommended that 
colleges should explore enhancing their Veterans services by further developing their 
Veterans Center, Veterans Clubs, providing counselors with training for Veterans’ needs, 
sensitivity training for students and instructors, and coordinating with campus health 
professionals to better assess Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder symptoms in Veteran 
students.   
Bauman’s (2013) study of 24 Army Reserve and National Guard Soldiers in 
Pennsylvania identified issues experienced by those Soldiers as students who had 
recently returned from deployment.  Based on his findings, Bauman (2013) created a 
description of how Veterans assessed people on campus, categorizing them by their 
perceived disposition, to include: “Allies,” identified as engaged faculty who remained in 
contact; “the Unconcerned,” an indifferent bursar who sent a military student’s account to 
collections during deployment; and “New Enemies,” an incompetent student services 
department employee who required that a deployed student come to campus to fix a 
registration issue.   
Wilson et al. (2013) identified the benefits of the Post 9/11 GI Bill and cited 
statistics related to the high numbers of soldiers who take college courses while on active 
duty, yet separate without completion of degrees.  Wilson et al. (2013) concluded that 
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Soldiers’ attendance in college courses related to Tinto’s theory of integration and 
recalled specific integration issues identified in Osborne’s (2014) study.  Based on 
Tinto’s theory, Wilson et al. (2013) concluded that Soldiers never really developed a 
“relationship” with their college or felt integrated with it as they did with their military 
jobs where “esprit de corps” is regarded as an important part of military life.  The 
researchers also recognized that Enlisted Soldiers understood that college classes equated 
to promotion points, which did not motivate Enlisted Soldiers towards degree 
completion.  Wilson et al. (2013) described that national and local Army policies were 
discrepant in their encouragement of college courses—national policy endorses it while 
local policies appeared reluctant to do so.  Wilson et al. (2013) also recognized two 
obstacles in researching outcomes for Enlisted Soldiers’ educational endeavors: (a) there 
is little academic research regarding them and (b) no research that distinguished 
Veterans, Reservists, or active duty personnel from each other regarding educational 
endeavors. 
Johnson’s (2009) account of a successful program in handling students who 
deploy and return to Appalachian State University (ASU) showcased a program that 
successfully integrated active duty personnel into the ASU community.  Among the 
unique actions ASU took with deployed personnel was to remain in contact with them 
during their deployment as a reminder that the ASU community still supported them and 
awaited their return.  ASU also encouraged professors to creatively facilitate course 
completion for deploying personnel through mediums such as the Internet, telephone, and 
allowing registrations earlier than other students (Ford et al., 2009). 
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Regarding the special needs Veteran students have, Barry, Whiteman and 
Wadsworth’s (2014) meta-analysis of previous studies identified “common themes” for 
the current peer group of Veterans, from Operation Enduring Freedom and Operation 
Iraqi Freedom, to provide data to facilitate better assistance for these Veterans as opposed 
to the currently utilized data, which reflect previous generations.  The issues they found 
that dominated for these groups were psychological issues, medical issues, academic 
performance, and adaptation to college life (Barry et al., 2014).  Additionally, Barry et al. 
(2014) recognized a lack of literature on this generation of Veterans and that it is 
problematic since the limited research available suggests they are distinctly different 
from their civilian counterparts and there has not been nearly the amount of attention paid 
to them as other minority student groups. 
In addition to Veterans as a group, there are variations in their college experiences 
based on gender.  DiRamio, Jarvis, Iverson, Seher, and Anderson (2015) claimed that 
while institutions of higher learning devote increasing resources to Veterans issues, those 
services are not being used by Veterans.  Their study also concluded that female Veterans 
were more reluctant to ask for assistance on account of three reasons—all of which stem 
from their experience in the military: (a) a male-dominated institution, (b) responsibility, 
and (c) pride and worth (DiRamio et al., 2015).  The study further concluded they were 
unlike their female civilian peers who are more likely to seek assistance.  Based on their 
experience in military, which placed them in positions to be reluctant to seek help, female 
Veteran students must be sought out in order to provide support (DiRamio et al., 2015). 
Halligan (2007) conducted a case study of a local community college near Fort 
Drum, NY, Jefferson Community College (JCC), that actively engaged that installation to 
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better serve Soldiers’ needs in deploying units.  He found that their response included 
developing classes for entire units held in cohort and expedited delivery methodologies.  
Additionally, he noted that JCC offered remedial courses to raise Soldiers’ educational 
ability, so they were more adequately prepared for college work at JCC.  
Jones (2013), in a phenomenological study, analyzed how military indoctrination 
forges identity and how schools receiving Veterans should be aware of that.  Jones’s 
(2013) research focused on the psychological impact of group identity and offered a rare 
first-hand account of the challenges Enlisted Soldiers faced when attending college.  
Specifically, Jones interviewed one former Soldier who recalled that to earn her nursing 
degree, she had to leave active duty service, as her schedule and clinical requirements 
could not be done while on active duty—even with the online courses available.  The 
interviewee also described being “unprepared” for college instruction, as it differed 
greatly from the military instruction to which she was accustomed (Jones, 2013). 
Studies by Brown and Gross (2011), as well as Vacchi (2012), have described 
how military students are often required to take courses involving material they have 
already mastered due to inconsistencies in transferable credits amongst institutions in 
higher learning.  Vacchi (2012) further recognized problems in transferring credits for 
actual classes taken while an Enlisted Soldier.  
Lastly, the absence of data makes assessment of the efficacy of programs for 
Veterans difficult to complete.  This conclusion was also reached by Steele (2015), who 
examined preparatory programs designed to help veterans succeed in college such as 
Veterans Upward Bound (VUB) program and recognized the difficulty in assessing the 
efficacy of VUB due to the absence of data at any government or private level.  Steele 
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(2015) concluded that assessing the success of preparatory programs is impossible 
because the only “known” variable to research relates to how many veterans participated 
in the program—no data exist to determine their success. 
Clearly, there is an abundance of local programs designed to help Veteran and 
active duty students with attending college, all of which seem to share common themes in 
their implementations of best practices.  However, aside from the practice of college 
administrators attempting to provide a more comfortable environment for this minority 
group of students, few studies involving formal research have been conducted in the 
process of creating these programs. 
Attrition and Success Factors Amongst Students in Community College 
Attrition and success factors amongst new college students, both at 2- and 4-year 
institutions, is a widely researched area that may share themes applicable to students who 
are Enlisted Soldiers as well.  While research suggests differences in the attrition and 
success factors for new college students based on whether they are attending a 2- or 4-
year school, factors from both types of schools may apply to the experiences of Enlisted 
Soldiers in attempting to complete an initial college degree.  In particular, factors that 
appeared most likely to be relevant included challenges in remedial learning, engagement 
between the student and institution, challenges specific to online learning, campus “fit” 
for the student, and general demographic factors.   
Overcoming remedial learning challenges.  Hawley and Harris’s (2005) study 
of community college students identified multiple factors suggesting students are “likely” 
to not persist in their studies.  Among them were the number of remedial courses taken, 
problems with English language proficiency, unidentified educational goals, active lives, 
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employment and obligations outside of college, delayed entry into college from high 
school, problems securing funding for college, and intending to transfer to a 4-year 
school.  Conversely, multiple factors suggested students were “likely” to persist in their 
studies.  Among them were participation in school leadership activities, being a high 
academic achiever, having access to a computer, having plans to spend substantial time 
attending a community college, and students concerned about regularly securing 
transportation.  Lastly, African-American and Latino students (other than those of 
Mexican ancestry) were much more likely to complete their first year than other ethnic 
groups (Hawley & Harris, 2005).  
Hawley and Harris’s (2005) data may be particularly relevant to the U.S. Army, 
as 41% of the Enlisted Soldier population is either black or Hispanic, suggesting the 
greatest challenge to fulfilling educational goals of those demographic groups may be 
getting them through their second year of college since they appear to fair better than 
their peers in first-year completion rates (U.S. Army, 2016b).  Also, unlike their civilian 
counterparts, the amount of time an Enlisted Soldier may intend to devote to study may 
be more regularly out of their control due to situations in which they are “unexpectedly” 
required to fulfill their work duties.  Additionally, data needed to assess Enlisted 
Soldiers’ needs for remedial coursework appear to be not readily available to the public 
(Hawley & Harris, 2005). 
As students characterized as being “unprepared” and in need of “remedial” 
education have been identified by multiple authors as having their persistence most under 
threat, it is relevant to review data that could suggest if these characterizations would 
likely apply to Enlisted Soldiers.  While recent, publicly available data pertaining 
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specifically to Enlisted Soldiers was not readily available, data requested in 2008 from 
the Defense Manpower Data Center by the Heritage Foundation was available as a 
reference (Watkins & Sherk, 2008).  In their research, Watkins and Sherk (2008) 
concluded that in spite of: 
. . . popular perceptions, America’s enlisted troops are not poorly educated . . . 
only 1.4 percent of enlisted recruits in 2007 had not graduated from high school 
or completed a high school equivalency degree, compared to 20.8 percent of men 
ages 18 to 24. (p. 3) 
 
 While their data are from 2008 and apply to all enlisted personnel in all branches 
of service, it is reasonable to assume that current data may be similar, or even more 
favorable regarding education levels, based upon the fact that the 2008 data were 
collected amid both the Afghanistan and Iraq Wars when more personnel were needed for 
active duty than are currently. 
Engaging to increase retention.  The conclusions of Hawley and Harris’s (2005) 
research contains some degree of overlap with Barbatis’s (2010) in terms of their mutual 
recognition of factors affecting “underprepared” students.  Additionally, Barbatis offered 
succinct recommendations on steps that may improve outcomes for those students 
beyond Hawley and Harris’s overall suggestion that institutions of higher learning should 
focus on “engagement” with students (Hawley & Harris, 2005, p. 133).  Barbatis (2010) 
concluded that, while focusing on underprepared community college students, such 
students’ experiences could be improved if educational institutions focused on critical 
pedagogy, integrated outside activities with academic disciplines, and increased 
communication between students and faculty.  Again, sharing conclusions with Hawley 
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and Harris, Barbatis identified the need to tie student activities with academics within 
the institution. 
While there seems to be some agreement in methods for enhancing persistence in 
the in-person classroom environment, research has also been done regarding online 
student attrition and success with somewhat divergent conclusions.  When examining 
profiles of students who withdrew from online learning, Hyllegard, Deng, and Hunter 
(2008) noted that students who withdrew from courses “officially” had profiles similar to 
those who successfully completed the course.  However, those who dropped 
“unofficially” included far higher numbers of Hispanics, had completed fewer credits, 
had lower grade point averages, and usually had not completed remedial courses.   
Differences in online and in-person attrition issues.  In their research to 
determine differences in online and in-person instruction, Wolff, Wood-Kustanowitz, and 
Ashkenazi (2014) quantitatively researched predictors among community college 
students in a biology class offered in both online and in-person formats.  “Employment, 
math proficiency, and mode of delivery proved to be significant predictors of successful 
course completion” (Wolff et al., 2014, p. 166).  However, while method of instruction 
was shown to significantly predict course completion, it had little effect on final 
examination performance.   
The unique effects of online courses as a mode of delivery was also explored in 
Bambara, Harbour, Davies, and Athey’s (2009) phenomenological study which looked at 
the lived experiences of community college students taking “high risk” online courses at 
a community college in the U.S. Southeast.  The study concluded, “isolation, academic 
challenge, ownership, and acquiescence” were the themes that were most prevalent in 
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participants’ experiences (Bambara et al., 2009, p. 219).  Isolation could be a 
particularly relevant issue for Enlisted Soldiers since, in addition to taking online courses, 
many online schools that cater to military personnel have nationwide programs that do 
not even have the communal gathering site of a local campus as a community college 
does. 
Diaz (2002) also suggested that students who drop courses may be “making a 
mature, well-informed decision that is consistent with a learner with significant academic 
and life experience” (para. 11).  In other words, dropping a course may not be reflective 
of an institutional or student “failure,” but a responsible choice, at least in terms of non-
traditional students, to balance other demands in life such as work and family.  Based 
upon the “24/7” nature of work for some Enlisted Soldiers, as well as their family and 
personal lives, Diaz’s assessment should not be discounted. 
Campus fit.  Another perspective regarding external factors is advanced by 
Bailey, Jacobs, Jenkins, and Leinbach (2003).  In their academic paper based on their 
experiences with non-traditional community college students, they recognized that further 
research is needed regarding how “the organization of teaching and learning within 
colleges bears on student success” (Bailey et al., 2003, p. 7). 
Additionally, Moore’s (2006) ethnographic study confirmed findings from other 
previous research that suggest “past and current experiences, personal issues, institutional 
fit, and academic integration are important influences in student attrition, including non-
traditional transfer students. In addition, the case study illustrates the importance of 
institutional communication as a key component affecting attrition” (p. 39).  Based upon 
the transitory nature of active duty service regarding “brick and mortar” schools on Army 
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installations, these issues are significant since they can be repeated at each new duty 
station for better or worse.  Unlike their civilian counterparts who are unlikely to move to 
a new location anywhere in the world every two to three years, Enlisted Soldiers do and 
would be forced to “reset” these factors.  
Conversely, the way a campus embraces the community it serves also may play a 
role in attrition.  In their study of data-gathering efforts to support research on attrition 
rates at a community college, Mertes and Jankoviak (2016) argued that rather than using 
“nationally” recognized models, institutions such as community colleges should focus on 
“local data” to construct retention efforts around.  The study concluded that the seven 
themes most prominent in the responses received were “motivation, employee quality, 
cost of college, administrative red tape, dissatisfaction with course offerings, life balance, 
and expectations vs. the reality of college coursework” (p. 9).  Another critical argument 
made by Mertes and Janoviak is their recognition that Tinto’s (1987) widely recognized 
work on student attrition was focused on 4-year colleges and not community colleges—
an important distinction, as this research will likely focus on a segment of non-traditional 
students who may be in pursuit of an associate degree. 
Demographic predictors of success.  In their study, using previously developed 
models to organize their predictive factors, D’Amico, Dika, Elling, Algozzine, and Ginn 
(2014) also concluded that prior collegiate and academic work were the most significant 
predictors of retention.  Their work also recognized that most research on attrition in the 
past has focused on 4-year institutions of higher learning and that community colleges 
may have a different set of factors contributing to students not reaching their desired 
academic goals. 
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Evidence of the difference in factors between community colleges and 4-year 
institutions was echoed by Campbell and Mislevy (2013), as their research looked at the 
behaviors, attitudes, and expectations of college freshmen to determine if there were 
patterns regarding their continued enrollment at a public research university.  The 
research concluded that students’ perceptions of college were a valid predictor of 
continued enrollment that could be used in lieu of other variables that have been used to 
predict continued enrollment such as grade point average and financial aid.  While 
D’Amico et al. (2014) recognized perceptions as a factor in predicting a student’s 
retention, it was not given nearly as much value as it was in Campbell and Mislevy’s 
study. 
Another factor research correlates to student success is the use of loans in support 
of taking college courses.  McKinney and Burridge’s (2015) research associated student 
loans positively with persistence in the first year, but found a negative effect on 
persistence at the three and six year marks.  Ultimately, they found that students with 
loans were more likely than those without loans to eventually drop out.  While their work 
suggests an association between debts and student success, DoD programs would likely 
mitigate this concern due to the multiple means of paying for college made available to 
Enlisted Soldiers.  As a result, it is also possible that Enlisted Soldiers may be more likely 
to be successful since they are unlikely to ever take on student loans to pay for education.  
The Characteristics and Motives of Non-Traditional and Adult Students Attending 
College 
 
Two well-studied populations, who themselves share similarities and attributes 
with Enlisted Soldiers, are non-traditional and adult students.  Among the themes that 
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appeared most relevant in relation to Enlisted Soldiers were the exploration of non-
traditional student motivations, the effects of adult responsibilities on academic success, 
the integrating of new technologies, and developing new learning styles to achieve 
academic success.  While labels “non-traditional” and “adult students” appear to be used 
interchangeably, it appears there are distinctions that while all adult students are non-
traditional, not all non-traditional students are adults.  As some research has 
interchangeably used “military” and “Veteran” when referring to students with a military 
affiliation, the same also appears to be true with non-traditional and adult students. 
Enlisted Soldiers, as well as Veterans, share traits with Cross and Zusman’s 
(1977) definition of non-traditional learners, which borrowed from the National Center 
for Education Statistics and recognizes non-traditional learners as people 17 or over who 
do not attend high school or college full-time but still receive instruction from an 
organization.  One study concluded that non-traditional students were “slightly” more 
motivated than traditional students, but “significantly” more motivated by “intrinsic” 
motives than their traditional peers (Bye, Pushkar, & Conway, 2007). 
Enlisted Soldiers may also share attributes with Knowles, Holton, and Swanson’s 
(2005) attributes of adult learners regarding self-concepts, experience, readiness to learn, 
orientation to learning, and having a motivation to learn.  Linking Veterans to adult 
learners can be seen in Hitt et al.’s (2015) study conducted by surveying the numbers and 
types of Veterans services available at institutions of higher learning in Indiana.  Hitt et 
al.’s study recognized the unique “maturity” attributes of military students while also 
concluding that only a third of Indiana colleges offered full-spectrum support services for 
Veterans. 
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Non-Traditional student motivations.  In their quantitative study that utilized 
a survey, Newbold, Mehta, and Forbus (2010) concluded that non-traditional students are 
less involved in collegiate activities and less interested in “having a good time” than their 
traditional peers.  Non-traditional students also work more hours and tend to have higher 
grade point averages.  However, there appear to be no statistical differences between 
traditional and non-traditional students’ levels of satisfaction with their college 
experience (Newbold et al., 2010).  Newbold et al.’s (2010) research suggests there is 
more in common between traditional and non-traditional students than is assumed since it 
concludes that both groups spend the same amount of time on work and school, just in 
different ratios.  Their study also suggested both groups have similar levels of 
satisfaction, overall, as students.  Based upon the erratic schedules of Army life, this 
research may support the assumption that their similarities with non-traditional students 
may result in Enlisted Soldiers attaining the same level of satisfaction with their college 
experience as more traditional students despite their experiences being different.  
In their subsequent study, Forbus, Newbold, and Mehta (2011) suggested non-
traditional students also appeared to have methods of coping with stress that more 
regularly supported the pursuit of their learning goals versus the methods utilized by their 
traditional counterparts.  They concluded that non-traditional students’ choice of coping 
methods had greater efficacy in realizing their academic goals and was the result of their 
maturity and motivation.  This conclusion may suggest that Enlisted Soldiers may 
possess greater abilities to cope with academic stress based upon their life and military 
experiences than their traditional counterparts would. 
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In their quantitative study, Kaufman, Agars, and Lopez-Wagner (2008) 
measured how personality and motives affected first-quarter grade point averages for 
non-traditional undergraduates in their first quarter of study at a Hispanic-serving 
institution.  The results of the study suggest conscientiousness and internal motivations 
are strong factors in creating successful outcomes.  While this research focused on a 
Hispanic-serving institution, the authors noted their results are like those reached at 
institutions not considered Hispanic serving.  As 12% of the overall active duty force in 
the DoD identifies as Hispanic as of 2014, this data may suggest that as a community of 
learners, they may not have any additional specific needs not already provided to non-
Hispanic learners (DoD, 2015). 
Effects of adult responsibilities on academic success.  Another demanding 
external responsibility that non-traditional students face is that of parenthood.  However, 
according to Lovell’s (2014) study, positive and negative attributes can result when 
parenthood is measured against student success.  In her study focusing specifically on the 
outcomes of academic success for students who are parents, Lovell concluded that 
parents who had older children were more likely to attain their goals than parents with 
younger ones.  While non-traditional students/parents were more likely to reach their 
goals at a 2-year school, non-traditionally aged parents attempting to complete a 4-year 
degree had the most difficulty with persistence (Lovell, 2014).  Lovell’s research also 
reinforces prior studies, which have recognized the unique motivations parents possess as 
students, such as providing for their children and hoping their degree may influence their 
children’s future by preventing them from having to support a family without a degree 
(Astone, 1993; Haleman, 2004; Rizer, 2005).  Lovell (2014) also recognized another 
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researcher’s findings regarding the obstacles parents face from the demands placed on 
them by employment, family, caring for their children, and academic barriers 
(SmithBattle, 2007).  The conclusions reached by Lovell’s research could be very 
relevant for Enlisted Soldiers who, in addition to balancing work and school demands, 
must also contend with being parents. 
Employment is another responsibility that affects non-traditional students.  While 
their research focused on European non-traditional students, Gilardi and Guglielmetti’s 
(2011) explorative study analyzed the relationship between non-traditional students’ 
university experiences during their first year of study and whether they proceeded to a 
second year.  The study found that the demands of employment to be particularly 
“restrictive” when it came to non-traditional students’ desires to pursue a second year of 
college study.  Another factor recognized as contributing to “vulnerability” for not 
continuing studies were non-traditional students’ beliefs that they could and should 
pursue their studies “alone” with little interaction with the academic and school 
communities (Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011).  The experiences of employed non-
traditional students appears to reflect many of the same issues Veterans face as students, 
identified previously in this chapter by Bauman (2013).  Chiefly, the external demands of 
employment as well as the non-traditional students’ propensity to self-alienate from any 
academic “community” is similar to how Veterans self-alienate from the civilian student 
and faculty populations.   
Integration of new technologies.  One specific component of the student 
experience where it could be inferred that non-traditional or more mature students may 
have greater challenges is in the area of technology.  Such concerns are seen in Jesnek’s 
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(2012) article that discussed the “digital divide” and the author’s belief that non-
traditional students are less prepared to use technology in their academic endeavors, and 
that without proper guidance and development, may be overwhelmed.      
However, one study contradicts that assessment by measuring the confidence 
levels of traditional and non-traditional students in using technology for academic 
purposes (Eichelberger & Imler, 2016).  While traditional students appeared to have 
greater confidence in their abilities, their scores were not any higher than their non-
traditional counterparts when evaluated for their actual abilities.  This suggests that while 
they may be less confident in their abilities, non-traditional students do not appear to be 
any more challenged in their use of technology than their traditional counterparts.  This 
may suggest that Enlisted Soldiers, as non-traditional students, may not face much 
challenge in adopting new learning technologies. 
Development of new learning styles to achieve success.  In much the same way 
that technology has continued to develop to enhance learning, so too has research into the 
development of adapting learning styles to students.  In their research, Kenner and 
Weinerman (2011) make references to the learning styles of adult learners and how 
instructors can facilitate the process of aligning adult learners with identifying or learning 
new learning styles.  It recommends presenting academics as acquiring “new strategies” 
rather than completing short term objectives to reach a goal (Kenner & Weinerman, 
2011, p. 94).  The authors also referenced Knowles’s (1984) recognition of self-direction, 
life experience, preparedness to learn based on choosing to return to school, and being 
motivated as critical factors to recognize regarding the presentation to adult learners, by 
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instructors, of new learning styles and strategies to improve their chances of academic 
success.  
In her discussion of the learning styles of non-traditional students in science, 
technology, engineering, and math, Hooshangi (2014) discussed instructors’ experiences 
teaching non-traditional students and identified methodologies they believe will enhance 
the likelihood of students’ success for them.  Among the challenges the author believes, 
as she witnessed herself, are course scheduling, commuting and course load, financial 
aid, and integration with the fellow students.  The author recommended an emphasis on 
cohorts, scheduling, blended learning, and use of students’ own devices in the classroom 
to increase familiarity and likelihood of successful use of learning technology platforms.  
These issues, with the exception of financial aid, all appear to be ones that Enlisted 
Soldiers could encounter in an in-person classroom environment as well and may be 
relevant to explore to ensure their success as well. 
In their research, Schuetze and Slowey (2002) identified six issues they assessed 
to be most influential in determining non-traditional student success.  Those six factors 
are system differentiation and coordination, institutional governance, access, mode of 
study, financial support, and continuing education opportunities (Schuetze & Slowey, 
2002, p. 318).  Like Hooshangi (2014), Schuetze and Slowey identified two issues that 
could be of particular relevance for Enlisted Soldiers in their academic pursuits: 
availability and access in scheduling and course delivery methods. 
Summary 
As previous authors have suggested, research pertaining to the experiences of 
enlisted personnel, of any kind, is limited.  After researching the programs and processes 
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available to Enlisted Soldiers to pursue civilian education, the factors related to 
attrition amongst community college and new college students, and motivations and 
challenges of non-traditional and adult learners, it appears that it is possible to reasonably 
surmise that there are challenges and benefits Enlisted Soldiers may realize in their 
pursuit of their first college degree. 
Prior to 2014, the lack of oversight placed on civilian education and TA funds 
used by Enlisted Soldiers may have contributed to increasing the likelihood of successful 
degree completion.  Enlisted Soldiers may also have experienced the same challenges of 
being faced by traditional students entering college of being underprepared and not 
engaged by their instructors.  Another set of challenges, typically most resonant with 
non-traditional and adult students, is maintaining a balance in their responsibilities as 
employees, students, and parents.  Lastly, the challenge of “fitting” with a campus, 
program and faculty is another likely consideration that Enlisted Soldiers face as 
students. 
While the potential challenges Enlisted Soldiers face as college students are 
significant, research also suggests they may have certain qualities that could enhance 
their chances of success.  For one, between TA and the GI Bill, Enlisted Soldiers do not 
appear to have any real challenges with finding funds to pay for their college education.  
Also, based on the qualities they may share with non-traditional and adult students, they 
are more likely to be intrinsically motivated, a form of motivation that some studies 
suggest makes them more resilient as students.  Another quality they possess is that, as a 
sub-demographic of non-traditional and adult learners, they are likely more experienced 
in managing their responsibilities between work, school, and home.  Lastly, some studies 
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have suggested that adoption of new technologies is less of a challenge amongst more 
mature students than thought.   
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
Introduction 
This study sought to identify the factors that provide the greatest challenges to 
Enlisted Soldiers on active duty who are considering or working towards an initial 
college degree.  Based on U.S. Army data, only 12% of Enlisted Soldiers possess any 
type of degree (U.S. Army, 2014).  The low percentage of degree completion suggests 
there may be impediments of some sort.  In addition to providing academia initial 
research, this research may also provide Army and DoD entities with an academic 
perspective to improve and enhance the experiences of Enlisted Soldiers attempting to 
complete a college degree.  To accomplish these goals, this research focused on the 
following questions: 
1. What programs in academia and the military do active duty Enlisted Soldiers 
believe are available to assist them in the completion of an initial college 
degree? 
2. What has motivated active duty Enlisted Solders to enroll in degree programs? 
3. What is the essence of the experiences of active duty Enlisted Soldiers who 
have considered or attempted a degree during their enlistment?  
Research Design and Rationale 
Design 
 To better understand the experiences of Enlisted Soldiers considering or 
attempting to complete a college degree, this researcher focused on interviewing formerly 
Enlisted Soldiers within seven years of discharge from active duty to explore their 
  
44 
experiences.  Specifically, as the research involved attempting, “to understand how 
people make sense of their lives and their experiences,” as they related to having similar 
civilian education goals, a basic qualitative approach was used (Merriam et al., 2016, p. 
24).  A basic qualitative approach also expects a researcher to have interest in, “(1) how 
people interpret their experiences, (2) how they construct their worlds, and (3) what 
meaning they attribute to their experiences” (Merriam et al., 2016, p. 25).  Merriam et 
al.’s (2016) definition, particularly regarding interpretation, is also similar to Ary, Cheser 
Jacobs, Sorensen, and Walker’s (2015) definition of a basic interpretative qualitative 
study. 
The researcher anticipated a high degree of variance amongst participants’ 
experiences.  Because of this, he believed a basic qualitative approach was best suited for 
gaining the greatest understanding regarding participants’ breadth of experiences.  As 
references for basic qualitative research, this research was most closely aligned with the 
definition used by Merriam et al. (2016).      
While the research participants shared the commonality of having been Enlisted 
Soldiers who attempted to take college courses while on active duty, the researcher 
recognized a likelihood that their personal backgrounds and experiences while on active 
duty would be so diverse that collecting certain types of data in a quantitative fashion 
may have encouraged them to place self-imposed limits on the information they provided 
and detract from the full-breadth and depth of their perceived experiences.  For this 
additional reason, the researcher found a basic qualitative approach to be a more well-
suited means of conducting this research.    
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This research consisted of interviews of 12 participants as the primary method 
of data collection pertaining to past experiences.  This study approached the research 
from a basic qualitative perspective.  Interviewees were asked about their prior 
experiences in a manner consistent with Merriam et al.’s (2016) definition of basic 
qualitative research which, in addition to seeking how research participants construct 
meaning, primarily seeks to, “uncover and interpret,” those meanings (p.25).    
Rationale  
Basic qualitative research was selected for myriad reasons.  First, the researcher 
recognized a breadth of backgrounds and experiences would be present in participants’ 
experiences.  Through the use of basic qualitative research, those participants were 
allowed to share their experiences in their own words and without the constraints and 
limitations quantitative methodologies would have required.  Secondly, the researcher 
had substantial experience in conducting interviews, and he capitalized on that intrinsic 
strength.  Third, groups interested in improving processes such as school administrators, 
Veterans education proponents, and lobbyists will likely find interest in the first-person 
recollections provided by participants.  Fourth, the format was considered to be more 
“accessible” for these groups, who may also be able to see themes they already suspected 
in their encounters with students/Soldiers/Veterans or common themes they may share 
with other student sub-groups.  Based on the substantial “best practices” literature 
available, this research sought to support already existing programs as well. Fifth, while 
the researcher’s professional experience suggests government entities prefer quantitative 
studies, this research may also be complementary in assisting DoD or Army personnel 
responsible for Enlisted Soldiers’ civilian education in planning programs for them.  
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Lastly, while a basic qualitative methodology offered many previously addressed 
benefits to this study, the breadth of experiences this research encountered made other 
forms of qualitative methods, such as phenomenology, impractical based on the 
substantial variances in depths of experiences with civilian education, the limited ability 
of some participants to recall distant events in the past, the scarcity of artifacts, and 
inconsistent opportunities for observations. 
Site and Population 
Site Description 
This research utilized a four-year college located within the State of California 
with a Student/Veteran population.  Access to the physical campus was not necessary, as 
the researcher leveraged a Student/Veteran group to facilitate the identification and 
contact methods, primarily email, to obtain the required number of participants.  As 
interviews did not take place on campus, in-person interviews were scheduled at a 
suitable venue located in proximity of campus that allowed for conversation to occur at a 
level that could be intelligibly recorded.  While many interview locations were 
considered, a semi-public area in the lobby of a hotel near the campus was used for all in-
person interviews.  In the interest of minimizing inconvenience to participants, online and 
telephonic interviews were also offered as a last resort using a mutually agreed upon 
means such as Skype, FaceTime, or telephone.   
Site access.  This research leveraged a Student/Veterans organization, a 
stakeholder in both Soldier and Veteran education, and asked them to assist the 
researcher in identifying members who had the desired characteristics for this research: 
that they served as Enlisted Soldiers on active duty in the U.S. Army and were discharged 
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in the last seven years.  This mitigated the need to access a physical site.  Once the 
members who met the desired characteristics were identified, the Student/Veterans group 
introduced the researcher via email.  Following the initial introduction, the researcher 
contacted potential participants using email and provided guidance on the time and 
location of the interview as well as contact information if any unforeseen circumstances 
occurred between the scheduling of the interview and the interview itself.  The contact 
process began with an email, but also offered telephonic contact if the potential 
participant preferred it.  
 Population Description   
Twelve (12) formerly Enlisted Soldiers who were discharged in or after 2010 and 
who served a minimum of four years participated in this study.  The most important 
attribute of this group of Veterans was their recent experience on active duty in the U.S. 
Army while considering or attempting to take college courses.  Their experiences were 
diverse, but nonetheless, offered a timely characterization of Enlisted Soldiers’ 
experiences with college opportunities while on active duty.  While other variables such 
as gender, race, and duty location are relevant, they are also reflective of the diversity 
within the common experience the sample population shared.  While those variables may 
appear more quantitative in nature, they also served to provide additional context to each 
individual’s experiences qualitatively and to put “the research question(s) in its context” 
(Dahlberg, Dahlberg, Drew, & Nyström, 2008, p. 176).  While nine of the 12 participants 
were directly affiliated with the four year college the Student/Veteran group represented, 
three participants were unrelated to that college and were identified through convenience 
and snowball sampling. 
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Research Methods 
One-on-one interviews were the primary means of data collection for this research 
as part of a qualitative approach.  Of the dozen interviews conducted, seven were 
conducted in-person and five were conducted using video teleconferencing or telephonic 
means.  Specifically, this research used a basic qualitative approach. 
Description of Research Methods Used 
After the interview location and interviewees were identified, and the researcher 
was introduced via email by a member of the Student/Veterans group’s leadership.  The 
researcher then contacted interviewees through email to schedule appointments (see 
Appendix A).  In-person interviews were scheduled from 23 through 27 October 2017 at 
the agreed upon location.  To accommodate other participants’ schedules, online 
interviews were scheduled through 5 November 2017.  During the researcher’s initial 
email contact with the interviewees, the researcher briefly summarized the purpose of the 
interview, discussed the confidentiality of their participation, provided a copy of the 
informed consent form for review prior to the interview, and answered any questions 
regarding the interview as applicable.  
Interviews.  The interviews were conducted beginning with basic identifying data 
questions pertaining to topics such as current academic status, military occupational 
specialties (job) held, duty locations, and number of years spent on active duty.  This 
portion of data collection was utilized to provide initial context.  The identifying data 
questions were followed by open-ended questions designed to elicit responses from 
participants that provided them an opportunity to share their experiences of considering 
or attempting to take college courses while on active duty.  As applicable, follow-up 
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probing questions were used to clarify answers and provide greater context to 
participants’ responses.  The interviews followed a semi-structured construct to “facilitate 
more focused exploration” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016, p. 155).  Construction of an 
interview protocol followed the guidance outlined by Creswell (2012).   
To maintain acceptable research ethics, participants had their correct identifying 
information recorded, but pseudonyms were used in this final dissertation.  All data were 
subsequently secured on an offline hard drive secured in a locked cabinet in compliance 
with Drexel University Institutional Review Board (IRB) requirements and retrieved 
solely for this research.   
Instrument description.  For the majority of participants, face-to-face contact 
during the interview process allowed the researcher to further explain the purpose of the 
interview as well as the research itself.  Additionally, the researcher was able to clarify 
any of the participants’ concerns.  Once the participant was comfortable with their 
participation, the researcher asked them to review the previously emailed informed 
consent form prior to the interview (see Appendix B).   Following their verbal consent to 
participate after reviewing the consent form, the interview was conducted using an 
outlined, semi-structured interview protocol, allowing for follow-up questions to the 
participant’s responses (see Appendix C).  For participants who were interviewed 
remotely using video teleconferencing and telephonic means, a copy of the informed 
consent form was sent via email and they were asked to provided verbal consent that they 
accepted the terms prior to participating in this study.  The interviews were recorded with 
two audio recording devices using Parrot recording software.  To facilitate follow-up 
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questions and identify themes, the researcher used a data collection form to annotate 
descriptive and reflective recollections (see Appendix D).   
Participation selection.  As previously discussed in the Site Access section of 
this chapter, identification of potential participants was generally facilitated by a 
Student/Veterans organization.  Once the parameters of the desired attributes were 
conveyed, the researcher worked with the Student/Veterans organization to focus the 
group of potential participants into a manageable number based on the search variables 
available to the Student/Veterans organization’s databases.  Use of this process accounted 
for three-quarters of the participants interviewed.  To secure a sufficient number of 
participants, the researcher additionally employed convenience sampling using social 
media to locate the final 25% of participants.  While identified through social media, 
those participants located through social media still maintained all the same participant 
profiles as those obtained through the Student/Veterans organization. 
Identification and invitation.  As previously discussed in the Site Access section 
of this chapter, the Student/Veterans organization the researcher leveraged initiated 
contact with potential participants via email.  The researcher initiated contact with the 
identified potential participants that best fit the desired parameters of this research to 
confirm their interest in participation, coordinate further for a time to meet for the 
interview, and answer any potential questions they had.  While this process was initiated 
through email, the researcher offered potential participants telephonic contact for 
coordination purposes if they preferred. 
Data collection.  The majority of data collection consisted of semi-structured, 
face-to-face interviews conducted with participants in the semi-public area of a hotel near 
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their college campus with limited distractions that was comfortable and convenient for 
them.  In the cases of the interviews conducted remotely, similar environments were 
utilized using the participant’s and researcher’s respective homes.  Before beginning the 
interview, the researcher reviewed the consent form with the participant to verify their 
consent in participating in this research. 
 The 12 interviews conducted were up to 45 minutes in length.  Interview length 
generally reflected a participant’s length in service or number of attempts at completing 
college courses.  Data were collected through the use of open-ended questions as well as 
follow-up questions when applicable.  Notes were taken to chronicle both descriptive and 
reflective elements of the interview.  Two audio recordings were made of the interview 
for subsequent transcription with one recording serving as an auxiliary in the event of an 
equipment failure of the primary recording device.  All recorded data were subsequently 
maintained on an encrypted hard drive without Internet access.  Any transcribed data 
were also scanned and saved on the same encrypted hard drive.  The hard drive is secured 
in a lockbox at the researcher’s residence.  
Data Analysis Procedures 
Following the data collection phase, coding was done to assess if there were any 
consistent patterns related to participants’ experiences.  Also, due to the qualitative nature 
of this research, MAXQDA software, which uniquely specializes in qualitative designs, 
was used to track responses to the questions participants were asked.  The coding of the 
collected data consisted of two cycles. 
The first cycle of coding was conducted in a manner consistent with Saldaña’s 
(2013) definition of Descriptive Coding.  Descriptive Coding is a coding process which 
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results in the creation of a summary of a data, typically in, “a word or short phrase” 
(Saldaña, 2013, p. 88).   The first cycle recognized where topics emerged in order to 
establish a preliminary basis for further coding in the second cycle.  The second cycle of 
coding was conducted in a manner consistent with Miles and Huberman’s (1994) 
definition of Pattern Coding.  The second cycle used the topics found in the first cycle 
and condensed them into “a more meaningful and parsimonious unit of analysis” (Miles 
& Huberman, 1994, p. 69).  From the resulting coding, the researcher identified themes 
or “broad units of information that consist of several codes aggregated to form a common 
idea” (Creswell, 2013, p. 186).  All coding was done using the MAXQDA software to 
initially organize codes, then themes, and ultimately to create visual tools to identify 
frequencies and relationships. 
By grouping the experiences by theme, the data illustrated both similarities and 
differences in experiences regarding the topic.  While similarities suggested a consistent 
positive or negative attribute of an experience, differences were equally as important, as 
they suggested an inconsistency in the participants’ experiences.  Upon completion of the 
analysis of the data, the results of the research were reported in an integrated format.  It 
was the goal of this research to initiate the discussion on the experiences Enlisted 
Soldiers had in attempting to complete college coursework and ultimately, a degree. 
Stages of Data Collection 
Table 1 identifies the projected steps in the data collection process. 
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Table 1 
Data Collection Timeline 
4. Action 5. Date 
6. Research Proposal Development 7. August 2016 – April 2017 
8. Committee Review 9. March 2017 
Proposal sent for IRB review July 2017 
Invitations for Interviews Sent September 2017 
Interviews Conducted October 2017 
Interview Analysis November 2017 
Draft Chapter 4 and 5 January 2018 
Dissertation Submission and Defense March 2018 
 
Ethical Considerations 
The primary ethical consideration in this study was the researcher’s bias in 
interpreting the data provided.  Within that consideration, what Creswell (2012) 
identified as using language to reduce bias during the course of interviews as well as 
reporting the data and its results accurately were the areas of most concern to the 
researcher.  The concerns were pronounced due to the researcher’s own experience as an 
Enlisted Soldier who attempted and succeeded in completing a degree while on active 
duty.   
As interaction with participants did not occur on a university campus and 
identification of participants was facilitated primarily by a Student/Veterans group, 
satisfying Drexel University’s IRB for research was the sole IRB from which approval 
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was required as IRB approval from the university campus the majority of participants 
attended was not.  To maintain anonymity and confidentiality and ensure the participants’ 
privacy, pseudonyms are used in this research.  While asking Veterans about their 
experiences on active duty may have been interpreted to be traumatic, the specific nature 
of this research, civilian education, did not appear to conjure any emotions that resulted 
in trauma.  
Also, to avoid any direct criticism of any Army unit, Education Center, or 
institution of higher education, identifying information of participants’ experiences with 
those entities is limited.  While specific units and schools are not identified in this 
research, omission of that information had no effect on conveying the participants’ 
experiences from a basic qualitative perspective. 
Lastly, the researcher did not use his own professional status as a Department of 
the Army civilian to access information that would not be available to the general public.  
Any insider knowledge the researcher had resulted from his own previous experiences as 
an Enlisted Soldier and anecdotal evidence he encountered during the course of his 
professional and personal relationships with current and prior Enlisted Soldiers prior to 
and outside of this research. 
Summary 
Chapter 3 discussed the research methodology used for this study.  It was 
designed to explore the qualitative experiences of Enlisted Soldiers’ efforts to obtain an 
initial college degree.  The methodology used to identify participants was conducted with 
the aid of a Student/Veterans group.  Semi-structured interviews were used as the primary 
method of gathering data.  Data analysis was completed by using coding to identify 
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themes.  In turn, the themes were reviewed to identify patterns of experiential 
interpretations.  Lastly, ethical considerations were recognized and addressed.  
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Chapter 4: Findings, Results, and Interpretations 
Introduction 
This chapter presents the researcher’s findings, results, and interpretations of the 
data collected.  First, this chapter reviews the purpose of the study, the research questions 
posed, and a summary of the participants’ information.  A graphic representation of the 
findings that emerged from the research is also presented.  To supplement the findings, 
rich descriptions, taken directly from comments made by participants are also used 
capturing their lived experiences.  The researcher’s observations are included, and study 
results are also interpreted regarding their relationship with the theories, prior research, 
and practices identified in Chapter 2.  Chapter 4 closes with a review of the content and 
summary of the key takeaway points.   
Purpose Statement 
This study sought to identify the factors that provide the greatest challenges to 
Enlisted Soldiers on active duty who are considering or working towards an initial 
college degree.  Based upon U.S. Army data, only 12% of Enlisted Soldiers possess any 
type of degree (U.S. Army, 2014).  The low percentage of degree completion suggests 
there may be impediments of some sort.  This study focused on Enlisted Soldiers’ 
experiences in taking college courses in support of obtaining an initial college degree, 
whether an associate or bachelor’s degree, based upon the researcher’s recognition that 
some Soldiers may not be interested in completing an associate degree and solely desire 
to complete a bachelor’s degree.  This study also included some of the experiences of 
Enlisted Soldiers who, when technically presented all the same benefits as their peers, 
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elected not to pursue any college courses while on active duty.  Their experiences 
contributed to this research’s understanding of the breadth of factors involved in low 
degree completion rates.    
Research Questions 
1. What programs in academia and the military do active duty Enlisted Soldiers 
believe are available to assist them in the completion of an initial college 
degree? 
2. What has motivated active duty Enlisted Solders to enroll in degree programs? 
3. What is the essence of the experiences of active duty Enlisted Soldiers who 
have considered or attempted a degree during their enlistment?  
Participant Descriptions 
This basic qualitative research included 12 participants.  All participants served a 
minimum of four years on active duty as Enlisted Soldiers, were discharged in or after 
2010, and at the time of the study were pursuing, or on a brief hiatus from pursuing, a 4-
year degree.  All were on the west coast of the U.S.  Notable distinctions amongst the 12 
participants are that seven took and completed college courses, four chose not to take any 
college courses while on active duty, and one repeatedly attempted but was never able to 
complete a college course.    
Participants were invited to participate in this research through emails sent out by 
a Student/Veterans organization to all Army Veterans at a public university in the state of 
California.  The first nine volunteers self-identified and volunteered for this research 
directly to the researcher via email using the contact information provided on the initial 
email sent from the Student/Veterans organization.  The subsequent three volunteers were 
  
58 
identified using a mixture of snowball and convenience sampling via email or social 
media contact.  To maintain anonymity and confidentiality and ensure the participants’ 
privacy, pseudonyms are used in this research.  Demographic identifiers were not 
considered for this study as the overwhelming majority of participants were Caucasian 
males.  A summary describing the 12 participants is in Table 2.   
 
Table 2 
Participant Summary 
Participant 
Name 
Years of 
Service 
Pay Grade 
at 
Discharge 
Branch of 
MOS 
Took Courses Using 
TA on Active Duty 
Tom 26 E-8 Logistics Yes 
Mike 24 E-7 Intelligence Yes 
Billy 20 E-7 Special Forces Yes 
Ruben 20 E-7 Armor Yes 
Allison 15 E-7 Intelligence No 
Peter 8 E-4 Signals Yes 
John 7 E-6 Infantry No 
Steve 7 E-5 Intelligence No 
Danielle 5 E-5 Intelligence No 
Jeremy 4 E-4 Field Artillery Yes 
Randy 4 E-4 Medical Yes 
Hank 4 E-4 Infantry No 
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Findings 
This researcher asked participants to share their reflections as defined by Husserl 
and Gibson (1931) as their “stream of experience with all its manifold events (that) can 
be grasped and analyzed in light of its own evidence” (p. 219).  From these reflections, 
five major themes arose from the data analysis: (a) encouraging factors, (b) awareness 
challenges, (c) conflicting priorities, (d) adverse technicalities, and (e) perceptions of 
inequality.  Figure 3 is a graphic representation of the findings and themes. 
 
Figure 
3. Findings and themes of the study.   
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Encouraging Factors 
Overall, factors that encouraged college course enrollment and completion were 
recognized by 11 of the 12 participants.  This category amassed the largest number of 
responses of all things participants found helpful in their academic endeavors and 
included: (a) supportive institutions, (b) motivations, and (c) available time to take 
courses.  So clear were these encouraging factors that even 75% of those participants who 
chose not to take any college courses recognized them.   
Supportive institutions.  Eleven of the 12 participants (92%), including those 
who never took any civilian education classes, recalled supportive institutions for 
completing college courses.  The supportive institutions existed either through DoD or 
institutions of higher education policies or interpersonal relationships developed while 
considering, attempting, or completing courses.  The most frequently identified source of 
support actually came from participants’ own commands; i.e., those in positions of both 
immediate and higher management and leadership to whom they are subordinate.   
Supportive commands.  Even though he chose to not take any classes during his 
seven-year active duty career, John believed that commands, particularly officers, were 
supportive because they recognized “the turnover rate for the military – not everyone's a 
lifer.”  Jeremy recalled the encouragement that came from officers when they realized he 
would not be re-enlisting. 
Like I said, it felt like the officers were a little bit more encouraging about it, 
because . . . especially . . . towards the end of my last year or two of being in the 
military, I knew I wasn't going to re-enlist, and I wanted to go to school.  That's 
when they really started trying to push. 
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While Jeremy recalled officers being more encouraging, Ruben similarly 
remembered that his NCO mentors, who were in positions of formal responsibility above 
him, but not formally required to act as such, encouraged him to take college courses.  
Their motivation for doing so appeared to contrast with John’s conclusion on why 
officers were supportive.  Ruben’s NCO mentors encouraged him to take classes that 
would help his Army career progress.  Ruben recalled that he “had some really good 
NCOs.  Of course, as you rise through the ranks, too, they're like, ‘Hey, what kind of 
civilian education are you doing?’” Randy was also encouraged to take college classes by 
his NCO mentors.  Randy appreciated their concern and appeared mildly flattered as their 
“goal was, they wanted me [Randy] to do math classes particularly to send me [Randy] to 
SOCM, the medic school, and you had to pass a math test to do it.”   
Local colleges.  Half the participants described recognizing value and receiving 
encouragement from local colleges.  While the majority identified that these local 
colleges were community colleges, a few of the local colleges identified were private 
four-year universities.  Participants described that because of their proximity to military 
installations, these post-secondary options were better prepared and predisposed to 
facilitate student success than other schools.  Peter recognized how the local community 
college near his base was accommodating his erratic active duty schedule. 
If we had any training [that interfered with college], usually I would just talk to 
the professors and they'll either give me the homework in advance or they'll be 
like, "Okay, once you come back we'll just catch you up and that's it." 
 
Randy also recalled local colleges being accommodating or “lenient,” so much so, that 
there were some occasions when he questioned if they were being so excessively. 
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One thing I think is they were either a little bit lenient because we were 
soldiers, because I remember some of the discussion boards we'd have to do, like, 
other people would be posting, and I would read them and be like, "What the hell 
is this person saying?" 
 
Online colleges.  Half the participants also found some benefits in online courses, 
and the majority of those who did, found benefit in the convenience of online delivery.  
Two participants, Jeremy and Mike, even managed to take classes while deployed.  Mike 
was decisively positive about his latest ongoing experiences with an online program. 
Even though it was all web-based or email-based, but the people I interacted with 
were specifically assigned to those universities, they had been employed for that 
university, they had a greater understanding of the course material and the 
requirements for each degree program, so there was a lot more knowledge base on 
that institution's academic requirements from those individuals, and they were 
very helpful.  They were always available.  If I couldn't talk with them on the 
phone, I could email them.  They responded within 24 or 48 hours.  Rarely was it 
a 72-hour period.  That was usually around a federal holiday or something like 
that. 
 
While an outlier, Tom managed to complete two associate degrees while on active 
duty over his 26-year career.  While his overall experiences with approximately five 
online programs were mixed, leveraging online programs helped him be one of the 12% 
of Enlisted Soldiers with a degree prior to his retirement.  Like Mike, his recollections of 
a supportive online program tended to focus on a positive customer service experience. 
And then also when I did online, they were really helpful, you know, trying to 
help me through, you know, getting the . . . they got me . . . they were really quick 
on saying all right, this is what you need to do to finish your degree 
 
Education centers.  A quarter of participants found their Education Centers 
helpful, and overwhelmingly, those who did, credited their Education Centers with 
helping them process what they believed at the time to be an overwhelming amount of 
information they needed to understand to move forward with their academic careers.  
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Ruben credited the Education Center with helping him explore all the options available 
through the then developing field of online education. 
Really, when I started getting online, that's where I had to go as far as find out  
. . . Go to the education center and find out more what was available for me.  
When I started asking questions, that's when I started kind of opening my eyes to 
what was going on.  The education center did help. 
 
Peter recalled convenience and ease of use in understanding processes related to 
the Education Center.  In contrast with other participants, discussed later in this chapter, 
Peter’s experience was somewhat unique.   
What I liked is that it was all right there, at first you go to TA and you talk to 
them and see what they want.  Where exactly you got to start, from there you go, 
"Okay, figure out which college you want to go to." 
 
Support from other soldiers.  A quarter of respondents also identified how their 
interactions with fellow Enlisted Soldiers during their pursuit of civilian education 
courses benefited them.  In Ruben’s and Peter’s cases, it involved networking with other 
Soldiers on topics ranging from study groups to understanding Education Center 
procedures.  However, in Billy’s case, it was likely of more substantial benefit, as it 
facilitated his recognition that he had had a lifelong learning disability resulting in an 
aversion to education that had contributed to his enlistment in the military to begin with.  
And so anyways now I'm in this English class at almost 40 years old and I'm 
doodling all over my page again just like . . . And I come into work the next day, 
the office, and complaining about it and I'm like doing the what the hell is wrong 
with me thing and one of the guys was like, "Dude I have the [same] problem.”   
 
Shortly afterward, Billy visited the healthcare provider at his duty station and was 
prescribed medication.  The change was almost immediate; he recalled, “I could read a 
paragraph and I could sit at a desk and actually do homework for three hours 
uninterrupted without any trouble at all.  I could pay attention in class.” 
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Tuition assistance.  While 75% of participants used or attempted to use TA 
while on active duty, only a quarter specifically identified it as being especially helpful.  
This caused something of a conundrum for the researcher, as refraining from asking 
leading questions was a priority.  Participants may not have recognized or appreciated 
that TA was a DoD benefit they had utilized.  However, the high percentage of use 
suggests TA is a relied upon tool and a likely incentive for Enlisted Soldiers in their 
pursuit of civilian education.     
Motivation.  Seven of the eight participants who took a college course on active 
duty felt they were motivated to do so by the need to prepare for their lives outside the 
military.  Preparing for separation from the military remained a motivator regardless of 
how long a participant’s career had been.  While only being on active duty for four years, 
Randy’s motive was clearly in support of his return to civilian life. 
At that point . . . this was my last year in the Army and I knew I was going to 
leave, so I was like, I might as well do some college classes and they'll transfer 
over to wherever I end up.  I was kind of preparing a little bit for getting out, 
because at that point I had decided to get out. 
 
While he was the longest serving participant, Tom was one of only two 
participants who identified acquiring promotion points as a motivation for attending 
college.  However, as his career progressed and drew to a close due to medical reasons, 
his motivation shifted and ultimately aligned with Randy’s.  
I knew I needed (a) college degree . . . college credits to . . . put it on my NCOER 
[record].  Hey, I'm still trying to . . . get a degree and stuff like that because I was, 
before I medically was told I can't keep going, I was looking at [being promoted 
to] Sergeant Major, and I know you at least need a bachelor's and stuff like that. 
So that was part of my motivation too. 
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Two participants also attributed their motivation to take college courses as 
being the result of family influence.  Randy’s characterized his family as being “all cops 
or Soldiers,” and that his parents could not afford to send him to college even if he had 
wanted to go.  Randy looked at TA as a “free ride” and believed these circumstances 
provided a “big motivator” for him.  In addition to receiving encouragement from his 
NCO peers and mentors, Ruben felt his father’s encouragement to take college courses 
also motivated him to pursue his civilian education.   
Available time.  A third of participants attributed “having free time” as a 
condition that helped them in their civilian education endeavors.  While more than half 
the participants actually took college courses, only a third recognized having available 
time as a benefit.  This theme was similar to what the researcher experienced with 
participants’ views on TA.  While a majority used a benefit, only a portion recognized it 
as being one.  However, the discrepancy related to the theme of having time was a bit 
clearer.  The participants who recognized this theme all recalled specific assignments in 
their careers when they unusually had a set schedule and opportunity to take college 
courses.   
For Randy, it was being what he perceived to be an “excess” Soldier.  Randy 
“didn't really have a lot to do in the afternoons” because his duty as part of being 
available for sick call (initial medical visits) only required he be available in the 
mornings.  The afternoons were largely without much activity.  While deployed, Jeremy 
was assigned to a Forward Operating Base (FOB) and had a lot of “down time.”  Ruben 
received a semester of college as part of a re-enlistment package and was an NCO when 
he began looking for time to take classes, which he felt was given to him without much 
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hesitation.  Lastly, Billy served as an instructor at his final duty location giving him a 
set schedule with evenings available and virtually no chance of being deployed for the 
first time in his career. 
Summary.  Overwhelmingly, participants found a substantial variety of factors 
they believed encouraged their success with college courses.  Encouraging factors 
included (a) supportive institutions that included commands, people, schools, delivery 
formats, and policies; (b) motivations to complete college courses to enhance their 
current and future career opportunities; and (c) available time to take courses.   
Awareness Challenges 
Awareness Challenges describes the range of experiences participants had with 
commands, Education Centers, and institutions of higher education based on their 
recollections of how little they themselves understood about how college worked.  This 
theme also includes how little awareness those entities had about each other’s activities 
or abilities.  Experiences related to awareness affected approximately 92% of 
participants.  Among these experiences were participants’ recollections of how little they 
knew about college, whether it was regarding how to accumulate credit hours, fulfill 
degree requirements, transfer credit hours between institutions, what counselors assumed 
participants knew, what commands knew about training schedules as it related to Enlisted 
Soldiers attempting to take classes, or what fields of study they were interested in 
regarding a major.  
Command outreach.  When asked what would have helped them with civilian 
education and what may help current Soldiers, nearly 60% of participants believed the 
Army units they were assigned to could have done a better job of explaining their 
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educational benefits and how to utilize them.  This number initially surprised the 
researcher, as Education Centers were thought to be known as places that assisted 
Enlisted Soldiers with their educational endeavors.  However, after reflection, since so 
much of Enlisted Soldiers lives is directed by their commands, it made sense that they 
expected the commands to inform them with greater clarity of their active duty education 
benefits.   
Command outreach to Enlisted Soldiers.  As someone who began as a junior 
Enlisted Soldier and became a senior one, Ruben recalled, “You just don't really hear 
about it, especially with it being free for active-duty soldiers.  It's really something that 
they should be pushing, and they don't push it.”  Ruben felt TA was a great retention tool 
that, if Enlisted Soldiers actually used it, could lead to greater re-enlistment rates. 
While he ultimately ended up taking no college courses during his seven-year 
career, Steve spoke with a hint of regret about not having pursued them.  While he 
marginally considered taking classes on active duty, based on his OPTEMPO and rank at 
the time, he did not feel he even knew where to begin asking questions even if he chose 
to take classes. 
There weren't . . . I don't remember any of my higher-ups in my chain of 
command kind of explaining to me how easy it is to go through the process . . . I 
would make sure that everyone from the top to the bottom knew that the process 
from start to finish, for one, and two, that someone in each command was letting 
their soldiers know that if they have any questions, "We'll walk you through the 
entire process.  It's an easy process."  And I think even just voicing it more than 
they did, than when I was in, would have helped a lot, because I kind of just felt, 
"Well, if I want to do . . . I'm gonna have to figure it out on my own."  And I 
guess it . . . which is perfectly fine, but I just didn't do it because I didn't know 
much about it and the process. 
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On the other end of the spectrum, Tom, who served for 26 years, felt that 
commands would benefit on multiple levels from promoting civilian education to 
Soldiers.  He saw it as potentially having both readiness and morale improving effects.   
I think they should recognize, hey, we have this many Soldiers that want to do 
school, or they want to go to, you know, Army courses, whatever they want to do.  
We have this lull [in activity], let's let them do this and then come back, they're 
gonna be refreshed, they're gonna want to do training . . . they're gonna want to  
. . . they're gonna be happy campers. Like any . . . employee, if you give them 
kind of what they want, they're gonna be more happy.  They're gonna want to 
work harder for you. 
 
Command outreach to other stakeholders.  Amongst the five participants who 
served on active duty for more than 15 years, three of them came to a similar conclusion 
on how student success rates might be improved.  Having served at progressively higher 
echelons, they all concluded that commands, Education Centers, and colleges would 
benefit if they coordinated their schedules.  While their remarks initially seemed obvious, 
all three shared experiences that clearly suggested such processes were not in place 
during their experiences.  While she had been forced to withdraw from classes 
approximately 20 times over a 15-year career for sudden mission requirements, once 
Allison was assigned to a higher headquarters, she quickly realized that much of the 
“last-minute” scheduling that had caused her to drop classes were not “last minute” to the 
people that worked there.  Allison was never able to complete a single civilian education 
course while on active duty, but she was able to receive an associate degree using the 
college courses she took prior to enlistment and the transferable units she received for her 
military education during her military career.   
They [higher headquarters] have more information and knowledge in how to 
schedule their classes, because they know of things that are going on before 
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anyone else does.  I was at the brigade level my last five years, everyone in 
brigade was taking college courses, and they were successful. 
 
Mike took Allison’s perspective a step further and recognized that potential 
classes should be aligned with unit’s OPTEMPO in order to enhance the probability of 
student success.  While Mike made no reference to higher echelons knowing more than 
lower ones, he recognized that known training and deployment cycles should be taken 
into account when Enlisted Soldiers consider classes.   
If you have a soldier who's getting ready for deployment, maybe they shouldn't 
take that really difficult class that's 18 weeks long and going to require them to do 
two or three posts a week online and then a lot of homework.  So maybe having a 
better understanding of what the Soldier's about to go face would help them 
influence a Soldier to take maybe a course that's a little bit lower density in those 
times when it's a high operational tempo or stressful operating hours or something 
like that. 
 
Overall, their time as senior NCOs had given them a perspective that Enlisted 
Soldiers whose careers were shorter may not have had an opportunity to develop.  As a 
result of those experiences, it appeared to them that Soldiers at higher levels, who had 
more information regarding upcoming events, seemed to have better control of their 
academic endeavors while those at lower levels who had less information did not. 
Soldier awareness of education centers.  Approximately 40% of the participants 
used Education Centers either in a limited manner or not at all.  Reasons for not using the 
center were varied, as were reflections on not having done so.  On one end of the 
spectrum was John, a former Infantry Soldier, who refrained from attempting to take any 
college courses.  John matter-of-factly recalled, “everyone up the chain of command 
knew that it was pretty unfeasible for our unit specifically to do that.”   
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Billy only used the Education Center to obtain TA approval and recalled that 
his own assumptions led him to avoid using them for anything further.  However, he also 
did not recall much of an effort by Education Centers to conduct outreach either.   
I don't want to dog them out because part of it might have been I just didn't think 
to ask . . . it's like, "I got this.  I don't need to ask for help."  Kind of thing.  There 
was probably more stuff available, but I didn't really seek it out other than signing 
the paperwork to have the Tuition Assistance paid for . . . I don't recall them like, 
"Here's how to be successful in college."  They might have had them but I just 
either didn't see it or didn't pursue it.  I don't recall that being pushed really hard. 
 
Billy’s reluctance to engage the Education Center would eventually come back to 
haunt him.  As a result of his faith in the problem-solving skills he had developed in his 
job, he applied the same approach to his academic career.  Billy ultimately learned that 
the mindset that made him a success in his job undermined his ability to be a successful 
student.  In a job where always having options is critical, in education it proved to make 
his pursuit of a degree needlessly more challenging. 
I was thinking military wise, contingency, contingency.  So, I was trying to set 
myself up to go in a bunch of different options and directions and that's actually 
the worst thing you can do, which I had no idea.  But I never really had anybody 
explain that.  I learned the hard way. 
  
Danielle also recalled limited outreach exacerbated by inconvenient hours of 
operation, which she believed played some role in her not exploring the Education 
Center’s services further.  In particular, she recalled not using the Education Center to 
help her further investigate a single class she needed to complete an associate degree; a 
decision for which she appeared to harbor some regrets.   
I didn’t know how to get the computer class.  Thinking about that now, I probably 
could have asked somebody in the education center to help set me up with, like I 
said, everybody talked about TA and talked about going to the Ed Center, but I 
mean, I don’t know, I found that a lot of programs in the military would have the 
same office hours that we had personally, and I just don’t mean the Ed Center, I 
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mean MWR [Morale, Welfare, and Recreation], you know, the doctors when 
you’re sick . . . so yeah, I do kind of wish it had been more of [than] a “theory” of 
“you can use this if you want to.” 
 
Education center awareness of Soldiers.  While Enlisted Soldiers appeared to 
recognize, in retrospect, that their decision-making and assumptions regarding the use of 
the Education Center may have led to them not exploring education programs, Enlisted 
Soldiers also recognized approaches and assumptions by Education Centers that they also 
believed challenged them in return.  This phenomenon was cited by approximately a 
quarter of the participants. 
Well-intended, but unhelpful.  While general awareness of the Education Centers 
was identified as problematic by nearly 40% of the participants, three specifically noted 
that while Education Center personnel did their best to be helpful, their non-military 
backgrounds proved challenging in their communications with Enlisted Soldiers since 
they appeared to not really understand military life.  In a theme that he would often re-
visit during his interview, Mike recognized that everyone’s experiences are unique.  He 
felt that proved especially challenging for Education Center personnel to recognize and 
apply to Enlisted Soldiers that visited them – like himself.   
So, everybody's individual experiences vary, so it didn't always make sense to me 
[what Education Center counselors stated], the person who was asking for help.  
They would give guidance, but their guidance didn't really apply to my situation, 
so it wasn't very helpful . . . they were definitely well-intended. 
Generally speaking, the folks that worked at the education centers were 
military spouses or maybe even locals who had an interest in giving something 
back to the service, so their employment was genuinely sincere in helping out 
Soldiers, but I believe it lacked any kind of real foundation towards making sure 
the people were looking out for themselves and trying to get a college education, 
really giving them a solid foundation to start from. 
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While Mike was irked by Education Center personnel’s inability to recognize 
individual situations, the responses Allison received appeared to be designed to give her a 
wide range of options.  Unfortunately, the range was so wide that she found herself 
unable to understand what the most beneficial course of action would be. 
The people within the Army Education System are all about it, and they try hard 
to do it . . . I did go talk to an advisor there on campus on it, and I did not think 
they were very helpful . . . they were very open ended with their answers.  
 
Education Center overestimation of Enlisted Soldier knowledge of college and 
enrollment processes.  Two other Soldiers also recalled they felt overwhelmed by how 
much Education Centers assumed they knew about college and their future.  Randy 
recalled a discussion with a counselor, which he felt conveyed how little he knew when 
he began taking college courses.   
I remember, this was how confused I was the first time I went there, I went in 
there and the lady asked me, "What would you think you'd want to get, an 
[associate of] arts degree or something else?"  I go, "I used to draw when I was a 
kid, but I don't think I want to get a degree in that." 
 
Steve, who also felt his command could have done a better job with outreach, 
recalled how little he know about the processes required to take college courses.  As a 
result, he never took any college courses while on active duty, as his assumptions appear 
to have largely stifled any ambition he may have had to do so.  
I think that the number one thing that I would have appreciated was . . . I don't 
know, there was always this . . . I always just pictured going to school, or utilizing 
the GI Bill, as maybe it was gonna be just a whole headache of paperwork.  It 
might be a difficult process.  It was sort of just the unknown. 
 
Inconsistent Education Center experiences.  While some participants ended up 
with Education Centers they felt positively affected their academic outcomes, a quarter of 
respondents recognized that, as they moved from duty station to duty station, Education 
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Centers were inconsistent in their abilities to help them.  As the participant with the 
longest active duty career, Tom recalled his experiences succinctly:  
Some of them were really information, you know, gave a lot of information and 
were really helpful.  Others were like, uh, especially, when the online started, 
they're like, oh you can just go online and do this.  There you go.  Have a nice 
day. 
 
Peter recalled the challenges at his first duty station where outreach was so poor 
that when he initially, on his own volition, decided to visit the Education Center, he could 
not even find the building.  When he did, the guidance he received was not very helpful.  
However, at his next duty station, he felt guidance was clear and useful; he remembered 
being told during the encounter, "Okay, you got to do this, this, this, this, this.  
Everything from A to Z, everything you gotta do and then you get in."  I was like, 
"Okay." 
Summary.  Awareness issues figured prominently amongst stakeholders involved 
in the experiences of Enlisted Soldiers’ civilian education efforts.  Awareness deficits 
were recognized by participants regarding commands, Enlisted Soldiers themselves, and 
Education Centers and their personnel.  Challenges created by inconsistent services at 
Education Centers also led to awareness challenges when Enlisted Soldiers re-located to 
new duty stations. 
Conflicting Priorities 
Conflicting priorities also weighed heavily on participants when they recalled the 
challenges they faced while trying to take college courses.  These priorities fell into two 
categories, professional, affecting nearly 60% of participants, and personal, accounting 
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for a quarter of them.  Two participants cited both categories as having provided them 
challenges.  
Professional priorities.  The organizational cultures of certain MOS and units 
played a significant role in some Enlisted Soldiers’ prioritization.  Specifically, 
challenges arising from professional and leadership responsibilities were recognized by 
seven of the participants resulting in outcomes ranging from a commitment to not take 
any college courses to being slowed in their efforts. 
At one end of the spectrum were Hank and John.  Both were Infantry Soldiers 
who had no regrets about not taking any college courses while on active duty based on 
their commitment to their MOS and acceptance that opportunities to take courses were 
not possible.  While Hank recalled that civilian education “was just completely out of this 
world,” and that he “really didn't even consider it honestly,” John saw it as an accepted 
outcome all along. 
[I] would [have] done it the same way, from my experience in [his current] school 
a lot of MOSes tend to flock together from prior service and from all other 
Infantry guys I've talked to, both Marines and Army, we'd do it again. 
 
The next group of Soldiers, Mike and Billy, did manage to take college courses 
successfully, but recognized at times in their career that civilian education was not an 
additional responsibility they felt compelled to assume.  Mike recognized that he had 
always had a hierarchy of priorities and those were “service, family, and then self.”  
While Mike recognized that service and family often intermingled, as he considered 
many of his coworkers his “work family,” he categorized furtherance of his civilian 
education as an act of “self.”  As a result, he only pursued it “when work and education 
priorities went side-by-side, where they fit the best together.”  While he began his 
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military career in a Combat Arms MOS, Mike’s hierarchy of priorities and awareness 
of it continued even as he transitioned into another MOS, which allowed him greater 
latitude with his free time. 
We're so mission-focused in the military and even the civilians assigned to the 
military, we get so mission-focused that sometimes if you take time for yourself, 
people look at you sideways a little bit, like, "Okay, I understand you want to 
receive your education but…” 
 
Billy was more succinct in his explanation of why he did not want civilian 
education looming as a concern.  He did not want any distractions from work. 
I never wanted to be kicking in a door in the middle of the night, storming into a 
building just scarf up the bad guy and be worried that I had a final due or a paper 
due or something like that in the next day or the next week and not have my brain 
a 100% on what I was doing and be worried about stuff like that.  I just didn't 
want it, I didn't want to deal with it. 
 
The demands of leadership also played a role in dictating priorities to a quarter of 
participants.  Again, with his priorities, Mike recognized that leadership also required his 
attention because “more is expected of a person to be absolutely dedicated to their 
mission.”  Ruben also particularly recalled the challenges he faced late in his career when 
he was acting in a leadership role while, at the same time, attempting to take college 
courses to prepare for his transition to civilian life. 
It was definitely the job, having to deal with all that madness, paperwork, kicking 
these kids out [Enlisted Soldiers being separated from the Army], whatever it was.  
On top of that, still doing our regular training and everything else.  That was 
definitely a hindrance as far as me trying . . . as you move up in rank, the later you 
get home. 
 
Personal priorities.  Non-work priorities also played a role in challenging 
participants for their time.  These priorities included participants’ own doubts about their 
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being able to commit to coursework and concerns about meeting family demands.  
Collectively, conflicting personal priorities included a quarter of participants.    
Steve felt uncertain he could maintain a commitment to taking college courses 
and, as a result, refrained from taking courses completely.  Steve never took any courses 
and reflected that he underestimated how busy he thought he was at the time.  
I mean looking back I easily could have done it.  At the time, I think I thought I 
was too busy to do it, but that was before I understood what busy actually 
was…to be honest, I think it was just me not in a place where I felt that I would 
have succeeded or dedicated enough time to it. 
 
Two other participants had concerns about the effects college would have on their 
family lives.  While his spouse never voiced any opposition to his taking college courses, 
Mike was vigilant in his awareness that it could be an issue recognized as “self-inflicted 
guilt.”  However, while he too recognized that it could be a problem, Tom felt it actually 
had been to some degree.  He recalled college courses had caused some friction.  Tom 
recalled that when he had a busy schedule at work, he felt his wife thought he “wasn't 
paying attention to her because I (he) would work all day, then come home and have to 
do homework still.” 
Summary.  More than half the participants had problems managing conflicting 
priorities they encountered when they considered or took college courses while on active 
duty.  These conflicts fell into two categories: the demands that their professional 
responsibilities placed upon them and the demands that their personal lives and decision-
making did.   
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Adverse Technicalities 
Technical problems related to policy or delivery of instruction were identified by 
75% of all respondents and 100% of all respondents who took college courses.  All sub-
themes included within this theme were mentioned by at least two different participants.  
These challenges were not related to motivation, awareness, or priorities, but were simply 
unexpected challenges that arose when participants attempted to take college courses.  
Results of these challenges ranged from inconvenience, to stress, to withdrawal from 
taking college courses.  This topic also provided the researcher with the most surprises 
based on how small details yielded dramatic changes in Enlisted Soldiers’ academic 
endeavors.   
Challenges with online course delivery.  While seven participants took and 
completed courses on active duty, five took online courses, three of which had positive 
things to say about their experiences and four of which recognized problems they had 
with online courses.  Participant responses to online courses were similar to their 
responses regarding TA and Command Support, as there were discrepancies in the 
participants’ assessment of simultaneously having experienced them to their benefit but 
not recognizing them as such.   
While Jeremy was able to complete college courses while deployed, he found 
problems resulting from being in a time zone nine hours different than his instructor, 
receiving his books on time, and long delays in receiving email correspondence from the 
instructor.  Jeremy was able to overcome these challenges, but when he returned to his 
duty station in the U.S., it left him apprehensive about taking more online courses out of 
fear that “it might be a pain in the neck again.” 
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Like Jeremy, Mike found trying to take online classes challenging as well.  
While he believed his own “self-discipline” was the biggest challenge to overcome while 
in the U.S., his challenges while deployed were much different. 
It was usually Internet connectivity was probably the biggest issues, in a deployed 
environment, trying to get online, find a computer, find Internet access that 
worked, get your course material done before the Internet went down, or before 
the mortars started falling and disrupting service, something like that. 
 
While he took no courses on active duty, John was a senior NCO who supervised 
Soldiers who did.  As stated previously, many believed local colleges were better suited 
for providing Enlisted Soldiers education.  John clarified why he felt online courses from 
schools outside the local area were especially challenging, particularly as they had such 
little means of what most military personnel endeavor to establish and follow at all 
times—accountability. 
I think a lot of the tuition gets paid that do online and then they [Enlisted Soldiers] 
run out of time and it’s kind of just on them and they just stop.  So, the tuition is 
paid and they're not getting their degree because they're pulling back from the 
course as opposed being face-to-face with the instructors that are in a military 
town that know how the military works, you can work something out on a 
different schedule maybe than what's afforded to your traditional student. 
 
While John recognized issues with school and instructor accountability, Allison 
had the self-awareness to recognize the absence of accountability would have likely 
resulted in her being an unsuccessful online student.   
I stayed away from online, because I'm not, I don't feel I'm motivated enough to 
do online and actually complete it.  I need someone to hold me [accountable], 
because I didn't want to necessarily enjoy school, so I needed someone to hold me 
accountable for not showing up. 
 
Frustrations with lab courses.  Two participants, Peter and Tom, noted how 
challenging college courses requiring labs were.  As both noted, even though they felt 
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they had time to attend college, the unpredictable variables of lab courses caused them 
both challenges they had not anticipated.  Peter recalled that sometimes, “you get let out 
early if you finish, what not.  Sometimes you're there ‘til the very end.”  This caused 
Peter scheduling problems, as he was never quite sure how long he would be in class for 
labs.   
Tom was further challenged by labs required for online courses because he was 
never certain he was doing things correctly.  He also was not sure who to ask. 
That was really hard 'cause they're like you need to do this, you know, this 
experiment, and this experiment, and this experiment, and I'm going, how do I 
know if I'm doing it right 'cause I can't ask a professor, you know. 
 
Policy changes leading to cessation of college coursework.  A policy change 
regarding TA occurred in 2012.  Prior to 2012, Enlisted Soldiers were provided an 
allowance for books.  For reasons unknown to participants, the stipend was discontinued 
in 2012.  Two of the participants, Randy and Tom, stopped taking courses upon 
discontinuation of the stipend due to the cost of books.  With the pay grade of an E-4 
about to leave active duty, Randy recalled that he did not make much money.  As he got 
closer to leaving active duty, he actively tried to save as much money as he could to 
prepare for his transition to civilian life.  Since he knew he would be using his GI Bill 
benefits as soon as he left active duty, Randy chose to save money over spending what he 
thought was a substantial amount of money on college books.  Randy was upset by the 
policy change and suspected it was political in nature.   
If I remember correctly, it was because Obama had cut some military spending, so 
they cut our books.  It was one of those things where it was immediately 
recognizable that they did it, because it would make all the soldiers mad and you'd 
make Obama look bad, but the books have to be like, what, .001% of the military 
budget. 
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Similarly, Tom knew he would be retiring and did not see the need to spend 
money for books he knew would be paid for once he got out and began using his GI Bill 
benefits.  While Tom was leaving active duty after 26 years and Randy was leaving after 
only four, the effects of the policy change was the same for both of them.  
Waning support from schools.  Following their enrollments, three participants 
felt the schools they were attending stopped providing much support.  Billy and Allison 
both agreed that schools were very supportive when trying to enroll and find sources of 
funding through TA or, ultimately, the GI Bill, but did not seem to provide much support 
after.  As Allison recalled, “The schools advertised a lot, but once you actually signed up 
they were, I felt like they weren't, they didn't try to help.” 
Billy felt that better guidance would have been helpful once he started taking 
classes.  Ultimately, when he was on active duty and to an extent, even today, he feels 
schools just want to get Soldiers and Veterans into their programs to generate revenue. 
You don't have to do anything because they already know it's paid for because 
you got tuition assistance.  They don't really care what you're taking, it doesn't 
matter if you have a degree plan or you know where you're going with it because 
most people are either just going to take general ed stuff anyway. 
 
While Tom managed to complete an associate degree, he experienced a variety of 
higher learning institutions during that journey.  While he ultimately recognized he was a 
successful student, his experiences at times aligned with Allison’s and Billy’s regarding 
how some schools just wanted people to attend and take programs they dictated to them. 
They had a school there that basically, you didn't have that [clear end goals] . . . 
you just had to have credits.  And it just felt like, I don't want that.  It was just a 
piece of paper saying I had a degree.  It was like a Bachelor's of Science of 
nothing. 
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Summary.  All participants who took college courses encountered unexpected 
challenges in the form of technical issues related to their educational experiences.  Issues 
ranged from the problems with online course delivery, to frustrations with lab courses, to 
unexpected policy changes related to TA, to diminished support from schools.    
Perceived Differences in Opportunity 
Seven participants identified groups they believed were more likely to be 
successful at college courses.  While some identified themselves as being part of those 
groups, most identified others who were different than they were.  While there is no 
evidence that these beliefs hampered anyone’s pursuit of college coursework, it could be 
argued that feelings of being treated unfairly could adversely affect maintaining 
motivation in pursuing civilian education. 
Junior Enlisted Soldiers use college courses to get out of work.  Allison and 
Ruben both recognized situations where they, as senior Enlisted Soldiers, witnessed what 
they believed were junior Soldiers taking advantage of programs to get out of doing 
things they did not want to do and gaining college credits while doing so.  After some 
reflection, the researcher felt this phenomenon made sense based on the high numbers of 
participants who recalled their commands encouraged them to take college courses.  This 
particular outcome though appeared to be an unintended consequence.  Allison, who 
dropped classes approximately 20 times due to mission requirements, recalled: 
The other that I did notice, more especially with the younger generation, is they 
would try and do the college courses in order to get out of things, and they'd think 
it would keep them from deploying, or going to [a training area] for two weeks. 
 
Ruben noticed a similar trend while deployed.  Overall, he approached it from a 
perspective of following an order since senior leaders had openly encouraged college 
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courses while intermediate leadership was frustrated by Enlisted Soldiers actually 
following through and taking courses.  However, Ruben also appeared to be slightly 
amused by the entire situation.   
I did have a few soldiers that were able to attend class and stuff like that.  I want 
to say we had some taken fast.  I had an E-4 that was taking college courses.  Of 
course, me, I was like, "Hey, man, we're all about it."  The problem with that, you 
still have leadership that sometimes it's just, "Well, why the fuck you letting them 
go to college now?"  Blah, blah, blah.  I was like, "Hey, you know, you can't tell 
these kids not to be taking courses.  The commander wrote off on it.  He approved 
it.  So, this is the deal." 
 
Senior or higher-ranking Soldiers’ advantages in taking college courses.  On 
the other side of the argument, a third of participants felt senior or higher-ranking 
Soldiers had more advantages that favored their successful completion of college courses.  
Interestingly, all the participants who felt this way had at least 15 years of active duty 
service.  While she felt junior Enlisted Soldiers took advantage of civilian education 
opportunities to get out of work they did not want to do, Allison felt senior Enlisted 
Soldiers did the same thing, but had more of a “right” to do so since they were facing 
their transition to civilian life.   
Their motivation, because I mainly saw that in E-7 and above, their motivation, 
all they were doing at that time was planning their future outside of the military.  
And they no longer cared about the military, which I can't blame them, they're 
setting themselves up, but they're the ones that retired five years before they 
actually retired . . . And they're the ones that, I saw, took the most courses, 
finishing their Masters, things like that, and they just never actually worked . . . 
and a lot of company commanders hate that, because they have someone on their 
books, and it's a number that counts towards them, but they can't use them at all. 
 
Tom’s recollection of a higher-ranking Soldier having advantages was while 
deployed, and his experience particularly resonated with the researcher, as he had also 
noticed the same situation while on active duty.  Both recognized the ease with which 
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officers could take college courses while Enlisted Soldiers’ ability to do so was 
exceptionally challenging.   
I felt sometimes it was unfair that some people got to further their degrees more 
than others.  I had a lieutenant when I was deployed in Iraq that basically worked 
on her Master's degree while all the people . . . all the soldiers underneath her 
worked their butts off constantly . . . and weren't able to take college . . . she 
basically sat at her computer and . . . worked on her Master's degree. 
 
Billy and Ruben also recalled being in circumstances where their duty 
assignments as senior NCOs seemed almost designed to accommodate their civilian 
education activities.  In both cases, they took full advantage of those situations.   
Non-Combat Arms MOS have more opportunity to take college courses.  
Three participants with Combat Arms MOS believed that those who were not in Combat 
Arms had advantages regarding their time to take college courses that Combat Arms 
Soldiers did not have.  Mike, whose career began as a Combat Engineer, again 
recognized the unique experiences of individuals and civilian education as they related to 
their MOS, whether it be Combat Arms, Combat Support, or Combat Service Support, as 
he believed two of them likely had Enlisted Soldiers with different perspectives and 
experiences.  He believed Combat Arms Soldiers were “duty first, always” and believed 
that there was “no ‘I’ in team.”  As a result, it may be challenging to convey the value of 
civilian education, as well as find the time to explore it, even if they so decided.  In 
contrast, Mike felt Combat Support and Combat Service Support Soldiers would be more 
apt to understand and embrace college coursework “because people are more oriented to 
understanding the benefits of an education” in those fields. 
Hank and John, the two Infantry Soldiers who took no courses, largely echoed 
what Mike said.  Hank went so far as to suggest, “there needs to be a system put in place 
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that's realistic and maybe we need to decipher between what MOS's is realistic, as far 
as  
. . . the education goals go.”  John, whose choices regarding civilian education also 
closely aligned with Mike’s assessment of Combat Arms Soldiers, believed that when it 
came to actually attending college as a Veteran, Combat Arms Soldiers and Marines had 
similar experiences, as they are “all at the kind of the same point where you're starting 
late and it's not the benefits that the VA gives you for the education, it's so good that it 
almost makes up for not being able to.”  
Summary.  More than half of participants felt certain groups were better 
positioned to be successful with civilian education than other groups.  However, the 
groups participants identified were inconsistent and fell within three categories: junior 
Enlisted Soldiers, Senior or higher-ranking Soldiers, and Soldiers in non-Combat Arms 
jobs. 
Summary of Findings  
Overwhelmingly, participants identified factors they believed contributed 
positively and encouraged their success with civilian education.  A variety of 
substantially encouraging factors occurred through institutions intended to help Enlisted 
Soldiers complete college courses.  Among those institutions was the presence of local 
colleges that were well-versed in serving students/Soldiers, online courses that afforded 
extraordinary convenience and service, Army-supported Education Centers on post that 
helped navigate the college experience, support from other Soldiers, and the 
comprehensive tuition benefits offered by DoD-sponsored Tuition Assistance.  
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Another factor that positively affected Soldiers’ college experiences was their 
motivation to complete college degrees.  While some were motivated for personal or 
career betterment, the majority were motivated to obtain college degrees to prepare for 
their transitions, either through not re-enlisting or retirement, into civilian life. 
Availability of time not taken by job duties that Enlisted Soldiers used to pursue 
college courses was another factor many recognized helped them complete college 
courses.  While Soldiers are expected to be available for their jobs at all times, some jobs, 
by virtue of their unique demands such as training or supervision require fixed hours and 
locations.  Those situations appear to have provided the most exceptional number of 
opportunities for time that Enlisted Soldiers recalled.  
Rather than identify supportive factors, the remaining themes identified consisted 
largely of challenges.  Areas of challenges, whether it was knowing what to do about 
civilian education, when to do it, or even morale, were far more prevalent and offered 
greater diversity in both breadth and depth.  A variety of challenges involving awareness 
were identified.  Nearly all participants cited awareness issues shared by all the 
stakeholders involved in providing civilian education for Enlisted Soldiers.  More than 
half of participants felt their respective commands could have done more to inform them 
of their benefits and how to use them, and a quarter felt commands could have easily 
taken steps to align training and deployment schedules with Education Centers and 
schools in order to support student success, but did not. 
Approximately 40% of participants believed they had limited use and knowledge 
of Education Centers while they were on active duty.  While two participants chose 
deliberately to refrain from using them out of reluctance to take any college courses, 
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other participants recognized other factors, usually outreach, that caused them to not 
further explore Education Centers.   
A substantial number of participants concluded that the Education Centers did not 
appear to know much about them either.  A quarter of participants felt Education Centers 
were staffed by well-meaning, but unrelatable staff.  Furthermore, two participants 
vividly recalled that Education Center personnel had little appreciation for how little they 
knew about college and assumed they knew far more than they did.  Another two 
participants recalled challenges in the inconsistency of Education Centers from one duty 
location to another, which made obtaining awareness of options at certain locations more 
challenging than at others.   
While having time available to pursue educational goals was recognized by a third 
of participants, more than half found challenges in prioritizing their time in favor of 
college.  These other priorities included both professional and personal ones.  More than 
half of participants recalled that their professional duties superseded their desire to take 
college classes with feelings ranging from enthusiastic acceptance to regret.  A quarter of 
participants recalled personal reasons for not taking classes to include family 
responsibilities and for one participant, the perception that he was too busy with multiple 
responsibilities, which he later recognized were not as time-consuming as he once 
perceived them to be.    
Technical problems related to policies or instruction were identified by all 
participants who took college courses.  The nature of the problems was unforeseen by the 
participants until the problems were encountered.  A third of participants had problems 
with online course delivery with issues ranging from connectivity to self-discipline.  A 
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quarter of participants found that getting schools to remain engaged after enrollment 
was problematic.  Two participants were affected by the unpredictability of lab courses.  
Two other participants withdrew from college courses based upon a policy change to TA 
related to textbook reimbursement.   
Finally, while no participants stated it caused them to withdraw or refrain from 
college courses, more than half of participants felt certain groups, usually of which they 
were not a part, had greater advantages in taking college courses than they did.  Groups 
participants identified as advantaged were more senior Soldiers, more junior Soldiers, 
and non-Combat Arms Soldiers.   
Results and Interpretations 
Based on participants’ descriptions of their lived experiences, findings emerged 
from this basic qualitative study of Enlisted Soldiers and their efforts to obtain an initial 
college degree.  By considering literature related to the study and reviewing the findings, 
five interpreted results emerged: (a) preparation for transition into civilian life figures 
prominently as a motive and right to take college courses; (b) experiences and 
opportunities with civilian education vary greatly due to variables that include dynamic 
locations, career fields, duty positions, and stages of career; (c) fundamental knowledge 
of how college works is critical to student success, but often absent; (d) length of time in 
service enhances the likelihood of course and degree completion; and (e) failure to take 
full advantage of college opportunities on active duty remains an emotive experience for 
many.   
While a formidable amount of research has been done on success factors for 
community college students and adult and non-traditional learner motivations for 
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completing a degree, little research has been done on the experiences of active duty 
military personnel with college.  This study sought to identify the factors that provided 
the greatest challenges to Enlisted Soldiers on active duty who were considering or 
working towards an initial college degree.  The low percentage of degree completion, last 
documented by the Army in 2014, suggests there may be impediments of some sort.   
Result One: Preparation for transition into civilian life figures prominently as a 
motive and right to take college courses. 
 
Seven of the eight participants who took college courses while on active duty 
cited preparation for life outside the military as their primary motivation for taking them.  
While a nominal few cited other reasons such as promotion points, family influence, and 
self-betterment, even the participants who made those statements recognized that 
preparing for their transition into civilian life also played a substantial role in motivating 
them.  
Arguably, Enlisted Soldiers taking college courses in preparation for their 
transition from active duty to civilian life puts them in a unique situation akin to knowing 
a date in the future when an employee knows their job will end and wants to begin 
training for their next job.  While in-depth probing of participants’ learning styles was not 
part of this research, the general attitude reflected towards college was that participants 
felt they “needed” a degree to find a good job and typically found academic majors that 
either mirrored in some way their current job or found a major they thought they would 
have “interest” in.   
Their situation, superficially, does not appear to reflect the high levels of 
“intrinsic” motivations that prior studies such as Bye et al. (2007) found in non-
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traditional students.  While Enlisted Soldiers meet Cross and Zusman’s (1977) 
definitions of “non-traditional student,” their motivations regarding their academic 
endeavors appeared more reflective of completing a task and in line with “extrinsic” 
learning rather than exploring a topic they felt passionate about (Bye et al., 2007).   
Transition as motivator also figured prominently in many feeling that senior 
Enlisted and higher-ranking Soldiers were advantaged in taking college courses based 
upon their rank, knowledge of OPTEMPO, and duty positions.  However, most 
participants’ accounts of their experiences with college courses, regardless of rank, 
included successful discussions with their supervisors in which they stated they would be 
taking college courses to prepare for the end of their enlistments or retirement.  As a 
result, transition appears to be both a motivator amongst those taking college courses and 
recognized as a valid reason to those in supervisory roles who authorize or accommodate 
them while the educational journey itself appears to be a “task” to those experiencing it. 
Result Two: Experiences and opportunities with civilian education vary greatly due 
to factors that include dynamic locations, career fields, duty positions, and stages of 
career. 
 
With the exception of the two former Infantry Soldiers who chose to not take any 
courses, all other participants had unique experiences with civilian education 
considerations while on active duty.  While their commands were supportive, all other 
variables were dynamic, whether it was the inconsistency of Education Centers in 
different locations, jobs that were predictable enough in their time requirements to allow 
for civilian education, or schools and programs that changed from duty station to duty 
station.  As a result, any of those variables provided an opportunity to thwart an Enlisted 
Soldier’s educational endeavors.  
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This result could be interpreted as reinforcing Monroe’s (2006) findings 
regarding how well non-traditional students “fit” in an institution and how well they 
integrate academically as factors that relate to attrition.  Monroe’s (2006) findings are 
relevant since the variables required to achieve favorable retention goals were, by 
participant accounts, wildly inconsistent.  As a result of those constant variables, Enlisted 
Soldiers may begin their academic journey with a reduced likelihood of ever being 
acclimated to a campus or integrating into an academic community.   
Additionally, with half the respondents believing that schools with proximity to 
an installation were better than those without, it could also be argued that participants’ 
responses also reinforced Mertes and Jankoviak’s (2016) findings that local schools were 
better at retaining students by catering to their specific and local needs.  Active duty 
Soldiers also present a unique population in reference to Mertes and Jankoviak’s 
findings.  While respondents’ beliefs reinforce claims that local schools are better at 
catering to community needs, Enlisted Soldiers represent a unique student population, as 
they are dispersed across the world whilst maintaining the same characteristics that bind 
them as a community.        
Ultimately, the findings recognize particularly robust challenges as they relate to 
the breadth of dynamic variables involved in Enlisted Soldiers’ experiences in attempting 
to take college courses.  If the same variables were applied to their civilian counterparts, 
research would focus on the experiences of students, employed full-time, who begin their 
academic journey at a community college at a traditional age then move and attend 
another community college in another area of the U.S.  Then while attending college, 
their careers and responsibilities develop, they move again multiple times, possibly to 
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another country, and attend another college within the span of five to 20 years.  While 
such a scenario would be exceptional for a civilian to experience, it would be ordinary for 
an Enlisted Soldier.   
Result Three: Fundamental knowledge of how college works is critical to student 
success, but often absent. 
 
Awareness was a theme repeatedly visited by the majority of participants.  As 
participants in this research were all approaching having enough credit hours to graduate 
with a bachelor’s degree at the time of their interview, they could reasonably be referred 
to now as experienced students.  However, their recollections of not knowing much about 
college when they began remained with them.  Rather than issues such as deciding what 
school to attend or what to major in, participants’ memories of how little they knew about 
college included not understanding how credit hours were accumulated, not knowing how 
to fulfill degree requirements, not knowing how classes may not transfer to other 
institutions, or, in one case what an “associate of arts” degree was.   
Also, as a result of their being accustomed to military life as junior Enlisted 
Soldiers, almost 60% of participants felt their commands could have done a better job of 
explaining to them what they were supposed to do if they wanted to go to college.  
Exploration of the Education Center on their own seemed a daunting task without 
guidance or assistance they felt they needed, since by virtue of their admissions during 
this research, they likely would not have even known what questions to ask.   
Barbatis’s (2010) perspectives on retaining underprepared community college 
students appeared to have relevance to this issue.  While specific issues with pedagogy 
were not addressed by participants, Barbatis’s other findings of the need to integrate 
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outside activities and communication between students and institutions of higher 
learning were.  Barbatis’s (2010) findings were certainly present when participants who 
had reached more senior ranks in their careers recognized that communication among 
Enlisted Soldiers, commands, and schools could have been better in integrating their 
respective activities.   
Barbatis’s (2010) reference to integrating students’ families into the learning 
process also reflected the relationships many Enlisted Soldiers had related to their jobs 
and fellow Soldiers, as that relationship approached a familial one, so much so, that one 
participant even referred to the people he worked with as his “work family.”  While 
implementing steps to integrate “family” into Enlisted Soldiers’ educational endeavors 
may be challenging, it is worth recognizing that family’s effect on learning, whether the 
family is acquired through biology or choice, may be applicable to this study as well.  
Barbatis (2010) also raised the issue of outside activities that integrate citizenship and 
leadership as being beneficial in retaining students.  By virtue of their military affiliation, 
Enlisted Soldiers are already exposed to programs that encourage personal development 
of those attributes.  
Participant experiences significantly reflected the findings of Hawley and Harris 
(2005) as they related to community college students.  In particular, they recognized that 
developing educational goals was critical to student success as well as the need to 
account for any employment or other obligations that may exist outside the academic 
environment.  While other issues they identified are relevant such as remedial courses, 
the overlap between naiveté regarding educational goals and responsibilities outside of 
school were exceedingly relevant to the shared experiences of the participants.   
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Result Four: Length of time in service enhances the likelihood of course and, 
ultimately, degree completion. 
 
Five of the six participants who served more than 15 years on active duty had 
substantial results in their educational endeavors.  Their success in having completed 
associate degrees and having substantial credit hours completed, while coming from 
different MOS, was among the few clear and consistent patterns found in this research.   
Based on their interviews, it appeared their careers were long enough to allow 
them to find a time and place within their careers that positively aligned the “dynamic 
locations, career fields, duty positions, and stages of career” variables, identified in 
Result 2, into the ability to complete college courses.  Those positively aligned variables 
that amount to being in the right place with the right options and the right amount of 
available time partially reflect the six factors Schuetze and Slowey (2002) identified—
“system differentiation and coordination, institutional governance, access, mode of study, 
financial support, and continuing education opportunities system differentiation”—that 
they believe are most needed for non-traditional student success (p. 318).  Also, as they 
remained on active duty long enough to become senior NCOs, participants’ confidence in 
pursuing their educational goals with little assistance appeared to be high—another factor 
that likely contributed to their success.  
It also appears the participants who left active duty as senior Enlisted Soldiers 
were provided enough different jobs and experiences that allowed them to mitigate what 
Gilardi and Guglielmetti (2011) recognized as “higher levels of vulnerability” based on 
their status as employed students (p. 49).  The variety of most of their experiences also 
highlights the transitory nature of their academic careers and reflects behaviors that result 
  
94 
in Enlisted Soldiers seeing “their university experiences as a ‘journey’ that they can do 
‘alone’” (Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011, p. 49).  However, the higher levels of success 
among the more senior former Enlisted Soldiers interviewed may also reinforce Forbus et 
al.’s ( 2011) conclusions that more “experienced” students are more successful at taking 
college courses. 
The practical reasons of wanting a college degree in order to have a good job also 
appear to reflect Rizer’s (2005) research that, among non-traditional students, furthering 
education was a means of being better able to provide for their families.  While this 
research did not account for the number of dependents participants had, Rizer’s 
conclusion remains a reasonable assumption based on many of the participants’ stage in 
life at the time of their transition back into civilian life.  
Result Five: Failure to take full advantage of college opportunities on active duty 
remains an emotive experience for many. 
 
While substantial factors were in place to promote the completion of college 
courses, participants recalled far more factors that served as obstacles to be overcome.  
Some were a result of their naiveté, some were the result of non-communication, and 
some were completely unexpected.  However, as they reflected on their experiences, 
many did so with a mixture of frustration and regret.  While many spoke openly of the 
frustrations they encountered to the point the researcher felt he was the first sounding 
board they had ever had for the topic, regret was a feeling not recalled by any of the 
participants during their active duty time.  They appeared to develop it subsequently, 
after separation, as they became more experienced college students and realized how 
many opportunities they had missed for myriad reasons.  As a result, while their 
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frustrations are chronicled in the themes identified in this research, the regret that 
subsequently developed is not. 
Frustrations were fairly diverse as they recalled their feelings about not being 
listened to by Education Center and school representatives, being told some of their 
courses were not transferable, having to drop classes due to unexpected professional 
responsibilities, and feeling that others were less challenged than they were in taking 
college courses.  While the word regret was used minimally by participants, phrases such 
as “if I had” and “I could have” were common.  Regret became apparent after many of 
participants realized that if they “knew then what they knew now,” they felt they would 
have made greater progress towards their degrees.  
While U.S. Government (GAO, 2011, 2014) oversight has made efforts to 
improve how money is given to schools in support of TA and how Education Center 
advisors advise, Enlisted Soldier success does not appear to have changed as of 2014.  
This does not appear to be a result of the ineffectiveness of those reforms, but as a result 
of the reforms being limited to a subset of the overall problems that affect student 
success: ensuring the qualifications and legitimacy of the entities advising and directing 
Enlisted Soldiers and their TA funds.  
Summary 
This chapter captured the findings of the research and identified its five most 
significant results.  The results were also interpreted using available literature most 
relatable to the field.  Results included: (a) preparation for transition into civilian life 
figures prominently as a motive and right to take college courses; (b) experiences and 
opportunities with civilian education vary greatly due to variables that include dynamic 
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locations, career fields, duty positions, and stages of career; (c) fundamental 
knowledge of how college works is critical to student success, but often absent; (d) length 
of time in service enhances the likelihood of course and degree completion; and (e) 
failure to take full advantage of college opportunities on active duty remains an emotive 
experience for many.  Formerly Enlisted Soldiers’ experiences with civilian education 
identified substantial resources available to take college courses that were routinely 
countered by an even greater number of challenges related to awareness, time, unforeseen 
technical problems, and perceptions of uneven opportunities.  The participants’ 
experiences yielded the research’s conclusions and recommendations discussed in 
Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations 
Introduction 
The purpose of this reseach was to identify the factors that provide the greatest 
challenges to Enlisted Soldiers on active duty who are considering or working towards an 
initial college degree.  To guide this study, the following research questions were used: 
1. What programs in academia and the military do active duty Enlisted Soldiers 
believe are available to assist them in the completion of an initial college 
degree? 
2. What has motivated active duty Enlisted Solders to enroll in degree programs? 
3. What is the essence of the experiences of active duty Enlisted Soldiers who 
have considered or attempted a degree during their enlistment?  
This basic qualitative research included a dozen participants.  All participants 
served at least four years on active duty as Enlisted Soldiers, were discharged in or after 
2010, and are currently in pursuit of or on a pause from their pursuit of a 4-year degree.  
All currently reside on the west coast of the U.S.  Amongst the 12 participants, four 
consciously chose not to take any college courses while on active duty.  Data collection 
for this research occurred through in-depth, semi-structured interviews with the 
participants, which yielded field notes and observations by the researcher.  Collected data 
were then interpreted using analysis, which integrated relevant literature. 
Following the data collection phase, the data analysis phase began, which 
included the review, analysis, and synthesis into codes of the interview transcripts, 
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researcher’s notes, and observations.  Codes were further developed into categories 
and then themes.  The developed themes ultimately facilitated the clarification of the 
data.   
Chapter 4 presented the findings that emerged from analysis of the data consisting 
of the experiences and perceptions of the 12 formerly Enlisted Soldiers who participated 
in this research who had attempted an initial college degree while on active duty.  
Analysis of their experiences yielded five findings: (a) preparation for transition into 
civilian life figures prominently as a motive and right to take college courses; (b) 
experiences and opportunities with civilian education vary greatly due to variables that 
include dynamic locations, career fields, duty positions, and stages of career; (c) 
fundamental knowledge of how college works is critical to student success, but often 
absent; (d) length of time in service enhances the likelihood of course and degree 
completion; and (e) failure to take full advantage of college opportunities on active duty 
remains an emotive experience for many.  Subsequently, results of the study are 
discussed with references to relevant literature. 
Using the findings and interpretations identified in Chapter 4, conclusions for this 
research were drawn after analyzing the experiences and perceptions shared by 
participants as they related to the three research questions around which this study was 
designed.  In addition to answering the research questions, the findings and 
interpretations from this study also yielded possible recommendations for enhancing 
Enlisted Soldiers’ capacities for student success while on active duty.  Future research 
topics regarding civilian education experiences of active duty military personnel are also 
offered. 
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Conclusions 
Using the evidence identified in Chapter 4, the conclusions to the three research 
questions are provided. 
Research Question One: What programs in academia and the military do active 
duty Enlisted Soldiers believe are available to assist them in the completion of an 
initial college degree? 
 
As expected, 75% of total participants (100% of those who took college courses) 
used TA during the course of their active duty careers.  Unexpectedly, only 25% of them 
recognized it as something that helped them take and complete college courses.  For 
reasons unknown, participants appeared to disassociate TA from being a benefit in spite 
of the fact that every participant that took college courses while on active duty used it. 
The most frequently recognized institution that more than half the participants 
found helpful was their own commands.  This support typically manifested itself in the 
form of verbal encouragement and, in many cases, was accompanied by recognition and 
accommodation to support their civilian education endeavors when it was possible to do 
so.  
Services and programs from online and local colleges were each recognized by 
half the participants as helping them complete college courses.  Online college 
recognition was almost exclusively recognized as a matter of convenience that allowed 
for college courses when ordinary circumstances may not have allowed for in-person 
instruction.  However, local colleges, when recognized as being helpful by participants, 
were cited for their ability to be more helpful and engaged during participants’ college 
experiences. 
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A third of respondents felt they had sufficient off-duty time to complete 
college courses at some point in their military careers while a quarter of participants 
recognized the support they received from Education Centers and other Soldiers during 
the course of their college endeavors.  These responses appear to reflect the 
inconsistencies in experiences that participants had during their careers based upon the 
recognition that supportive commands were the only variable, aside from TA use, that 
was recognized by more than half the participants.  It is unknown why participants did 
not recognize TA as a benefit in spite of all participants who attended college courses 
having used it.  It is possible that TA is such an ingrained benefit that recipients do not 
even recognize it as such.  It may be akin to asking a Soldier about what helped them 
overcome an illness while on active duty and not finding any respondents to cite “free 
medical care” as a contributing factor. 
Clearly, Enlisted Soldiers have many factors helping them with their civilian 
education endeavors.  They have their tuition paid for, supportive supervisors, a fairly 
robust collection of educational institutions that cater to them both in-person and online, 
and sometimes even have free time to pursue those academic goals while employed full-
time.  
Research Question Two: What has motivated active duty Enlisted Solders to enroll 
in degree programs? 
 
Overwhelmingly, participants cited their desire to prepare for their transitions to 
civilian life as their primary motivator to take college courses and eventually finish a 
college degree.  This motivation was applicable for participants whether they served only 
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one enlistment or retired from the military and was identified by seven of the eight 
participants who took college courses on active duty.   
Other motivations for taking courses were limited.  Two participants cited familial 
reasons such as encouragement from a family member or desire to be the first in the 
family with a degree.  Only one participant cited receipt of promotion points to enhance 
their Army career as an initial motivation, but that participant said preparing to re-enter 
the civilian workforce upon retirement superseded that initial motivation.   
With such an emphasis on a single motivator, it may be interpreted that Enlisted 
Soldiers who take college courses are categorically preparing for a type of career 
transition over all else.  This recognition may provide valuable insight to schools and 
government entities alike on how to approach civilian education for Enlisted Soldiers. 
Research Question Three: What is the essence of the experiences of active duty 
Enlisted Soldiers who have considered or attempted a degree during their 
enlistment?  
 
While participants recognized many encouraging factors in this research that 
helped Enlisted Soldiers complete college courses, they were substantially overshadowed 
by challenges.  One common thread that appears in most of those challenges is the limits 
of their own awareness of a variety of factors.  In addition to their being aware of those 
factors, even if they know of them, those factors must also be favorably aligned in order 
for them to achieve a successful outcome as students.   
Among the challenges facing Enlisted Soldiers requiring their awareness is the 
need to know what specific Education Centers can do, what individual schools can do, 
what they themselves want to do academically, what their work demands will be in 
advance, what their family demands will be, what small course delivery challenges may 
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arise while they are taking classes and how to mitigate them, and what government 
and school policies will remain in place during that time that will allow them to complete 
courses and, ultimately, a degree.  Also, to complete courses, they must also maintain the 
motivation to eventually continue their studies when all of those potential barriers are not 
removed and they find themselves unable to take courses even when their subordinates, 
peers, and supervisors can. 
In addition to any of the identified challenging factors changing at any given time, 
there is near certainty that they will all change at least once during their academic journey 
based on the fact that they will re-locate to a new duty location and have to reacclimatize 
and ensure that all the reset variables are aligned again.   
Based on the examples of experiences shared by participants in this research, 
overwhelming uncertainty appeared to be the most concise assessment of experience to 
any participant who actually considered, attempted, or completed any college courses 
while on active duty.  The essence of the experience was evident with participants’ 
experiences, which included taking over 10 years to complete an associate degree to 
being forced to drop approximately 20 classes over the course of 15 years and never 
completing a single class.   
However, it can also be said that one group, the former Infantry Soldiers who 
participated in this research, did not have these frustrations, as they recognized that 
college courses were impractical based on their jobs.  As a result, they were completely 
unaffected by the challenges the other participants who considered or took courses were.    
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Recommendations 
Recognizing the findings, results, and conclusions of this study, the researcher 
offers some recommendations regarding possible ways to mitigate factors that provide 
the greatest challenges to Enlisted Soldiers on active duty who are considering or 
working towards an initial college degree.  It is the researcher’s hope that some of the 
findings, results, conclusions, and recommendations will be of value to government-
sponsored entities and institutions of higher learning in their policies to enhance Enlisted 
Soldiers’ education, as so little academic research has been conducted on the topic.  
Recommendations are also provided regarding possible follow-up or related research 
regarding the civilian education experiences of enlisted military personnel.   
While adequate funding and myriad options for furthering college studies were 
available, those supportive factors were available even while the college degree 
completion rate amongst Enlisted Soldiers remained at 12% and many of this research’s 
participants were on active duty (U.S. Army, 2014).  With the findings of this study taken 
into account, three recommendations are offered to all stakeholders involved in Enlisted 
Soldiers’ civilian education.  These recommendations may increase the likelihood of 
Enlisted Soldiers success as college students: (a) develop greater communication among 
commands, education centers, and institutions of higher learning that serve Enlisted 
Soldiers; (b) develop better communication between various local institutions of higher 
education at individual duty locations to provide opportunities for sharing best practices 
and streamline the accumulation of credit hours between those schools; and (c) assess the 
possibility of limiting, consolidating, or establishing preferences for degree programs in 
order to more easily clarify options for Enlisted Soldiers.  
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Develop Greater Communication Among Commands, Education Centers, and 
Institutions of Higher Learning That Serve Enlisted Soldiers 
 
While this research included participants who served on Active Duty from the 
1980s through the mid-2000s, three of the five participants with the longest careers and 
most education experience offered the same suggestion to improve Enlisted Soldiers 
academic outcomes.  All believed a substantial stressor would be relieved from Enlisted 
Soldiers if commands, Education Centers, and colleges communicated more frequently 
and coordinated their schedules in order to understand when the most and least opportune 
time for Enlisted Soldiers to take classes would be.  Some participants also felt that doing 
so could even assist counselors in understanding what classes an Enlisted Soldier should 
or should not take based on the demands of those schedules.   
While it is likely that such processes may already be in place in some locations, 
participants’ recalled experiences suggest that such planning is the exception and not the 
rule.  This recommendation reinforces the conclusions arrived at by Halligan (2007), who 
recognized student success appeared to increase when an institution of higher learning 
engaged the local military installation and even developed cohorts and expedited delivery 
methods for instruction to accommodate their OPTEMPO.   
By increasing the engagement among commands, Education Centers, and schools, 
it is possible that many of the myriad issues pertaining to “awareness” identified in this 
research may be mitigated.  While it is an accepted part of military life that some issues 
may arise that cannot be foreseen, increased dialogue between stakeholders would at least 
serve to increase awareness amongst all parties involved when regular schedules are able 
to reasonably be forecasted.  
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Develop Better Communication Between Various Local Institutions of Higher 
Education at Individual Duty Locations to Provide Opportunities for Sharing Best 
Practices and Streamline the Accumulation of Credit Hours Between Those Schools 
 
The practices of local colleges, whether two or four year, were among the most 
positively recognized educational institutions by participants.  While half the participants 
also found benefit in online courses, there was disparity in the degree to which both were 
seen as being beneficial.  While online courses were seen as beneficial almost exclusively 
based on convenience and their customer service abilities, local schools were described 
as better at understanding Enlisted Soldiers’ situations and more accustomed to the 
military in general.   
Based upon available literature, making active duty military and Veterans 
comfortable on campus is an ongoing challenge for many colleges.  However, many of 
the colleges participants attended seemed to not have that problem as a result of their 
proximity and frequency in dealing with the military.  Enhancing the capabilities of 
colleges near military installations may be a way of minimizing the well-researched 
challenges active duty and Veteran students face with social isolation, connecting with 
other Veterans, and feelings of stigmatization when on a college campus (Barry et al., 
2014; Bauman, 2013; Olsen et al., 2014; Osborne, 2014; Wilson et al., 2013; Zinger & 
Cohen, 2010). 
This study also affirmed much of what educational practitioners have described as 
their best practices.  While their innovations are uniquely their own, increasing 
communication between schools around the world that heavily serve the military may 
yield an increase in programs that better cater to Enlisted Soldiers by allowing for 
broader messaging of these practices.   
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As communications develop between servicing schools, larger issues could be 
addressed such as transferable credits between schools.  While many schools often 
develop transfer agreements with geographically proximate schools, such agreements are 
not of particular relevance for an Enlisted Soldier, as the “community” they are in exists 
all over the world. 
Assess the Possibility of Limiting, Consolidating, or Establishing Preferences for 
Degree Programs in Order to More Easily Clarify Options for Enlisted Soldiers 
 
As of January 2018, over 2,500 schools and over 8,000 distance learning 
programs are available through the Goarmyed.com website (U.S. Army, n.d.).  Clearly, 
many options are available to Enlisted Soldiers.  However, at no time during this research 
did any participant state they felt limited in their choices or that they wanted more.  
Rather, they were consistently overwhelmed by choices.   
In many ways, Enlisted Soldiers appeared to be experiencing an example of what 
Schwartz (2004) would recognize as the “paradox of choice.”  In other words, in addition 
to all the other previously identified variables identified that require their awareness, such 
as what specific Education Centers can do, what they themselves want to do 
academically, what their work demands will be in advance, what their family demands 
will be, what small course delivery challenges may arise while they are taking classes and 
how to mitigate them, and what government and school policies will remain in place 
during that time that will allow them to complete courses, they must also choose from a 
countless number of options regarding what schools to enroll in.  Furthermore, they must 
assess what to do if they are unable to complete a degree program and the transferability 
of the classes they take.   
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While reducing choices may seem counterintuitive for student success, 
“quality over quantity” may be a more productive approach to delivering civilian 
education to Enlisted Soldiers.  Doing so may be facilitated by the previous 
recommendation of establishing more cross-talk between schools around the country and 
world who already cater to active duty students and Veterans and have established best 
practices in developing military-centric learning communities.   
The approach taken to degree completion shared by participants appeared to be 
transactional in nature and, as stated previously, no participant felt there were insufficient 
civilian education options available to them.  When coupled with the finding that 
preparing for their transition to civilian life was the most significant motivating factor, it 
seems likely that Enlisted Soldiers’ demands as students would remain satisfied with 
fewer, more attainable offerings.  As a result of these more attainable offerings, Enlisted 
Soldiers may find themselves closer to degree completion and less saddled with regret 
regarding their limited academic accomplishments upon transition.    
Recommendations for Further Research 
As previously recognized, research regarding the experiences of military 
personnel and civilian education is limited while the experiences of Veterans, a closely 
related group, is somewhat more robust.  This research specifically focused on the 
experiences of Enlisted Soldiers in the U.S. Army.  While all branches of the Armed 
Forces received funds from the DoD to fund TA, the Army, Air Force, Navy, and Marine 
Corps each administer civilian education programs differently.  As a result, studies 
focusing on each different group may yield different findings.  As an example, the Air 
Force has its own community college to provide civilian education to Airmen.  Research 
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comparing different services may also yield best practices that could be applied to 
other branches as well. 
This research included limited information on participant demographics.  
However, most participants were Caucasian males.  Additional research focusing on 
demographics of Enlisted Soldiers in obtaining a college degree may also be of value, 
particularly since so much demographics-based research is available regarding 
community college and first-time college students. 
Lastly, while this study focused largely on those who considered or attempted a 
college degree while on active duty, another study focusing exclusively on Enlisted 
Soldiers who successfully completed a college degree may yield additional findings.  
Those findings also may serve to validate best practices already in place or identify 
resourceful ways those Enlisted Soldiers managed their academic careers that their peers 
did not. 
Summary 
As of 2013, only 12% of all U.S. Army Enlisted Soldiers had completed a college 
degree (U.S. Army, 2014).  This occurred in spite of substantial expenditures by the 
Army.  To complicate matters, limited data are available to determine or assess the return 
on those expenditures aside from the 12% total.  Based upon the limited success of 
Enlisted Soldiers on active duty obtaining degrees, this study sought to identify the 
factors that create the greatest challenges to Enlisted Soldiers on active duty who are 
considering or working towards an initial college degree.   
It was the goal of this research to assist the U.S. Army in establishing greater 
efficacy in the expenditure of TA towards degree completion and reduce whatever 
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impediments exist for Enlisted Soldiers that hinder their degree completion.  
Additionally, the findings of this research may benefit institutions of higher education as 
well, helping them increase both course and degree completion rates for their students 
who are Enlisted Soldiers. 
This basic qualitative study yielded five major results from the interviews of 12 
participants whose experiences were subsequently analyzed: (a) preparation for transition 
into civilian life figures prominently as a motive and right to take college courses; (b) 
experiences and opportunities with civilian education vary greatly due to variables that 
include dynamic locations, career fields, duty positions, and stages of career; (c) 
fundamental knowledge of how college works is critical to student success, but often 
absent; (d) length of time in service enhances the likelihood of course and degree 
completion; and (e) failure to take full advantage of college opportunities on active duty 
remains an emotive experience for many. 
Based upon a synthesis of the findings, this study provides three 
recommendations for DoD and Army-sponsored entities as well as institutions of higher 
education who serve active duty Enlisted Soldiers.  The three recommendations that may 
help to mitigate the challenges Enlisted Soldiers face in college course and degree 
completion are: (a) develop greater communication among commands, education centers, 
and institutions of higher learning that serve Enlisted Soldiers; (b) develop better 
communication between various local institutions of higher education at individual duty 
locations to provide opportunities for sharing best practices and streamline the 
accumulation of credit hours between those schools; (c) assess the possibility of limiting, 
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consolidating, or establishing preferences for degree programs in order to more easily 
clarify options for Enlisted Soldiers.   
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Appendix A: Email Template 
 
Dear ********: 
   
As you may be aware, I am a doctoral candidate at Drexel University, and I would like to 
invite you to participate in my research. I am studying experiences of enlisted active duty 
Soldiers in obtaining their first degree. 
 
Participating means taking part in an interview that will be recorded. The interview 
length is planned for approximately thirty minutes.  In addition to the questions asked 
you may expand on the topic with related ideas. If there are questions you feel you cannot 
answer or that you do not feel comfortable answering, please indicate this, and I will 
move on to the next question.   
 
All information from this interview is to be used for research purposes only.  While it 
may be published, all the information gathered will be kept confidential and will be kept 
in a secured electronic format in my home office.  Only my supervising professor(s) and I 
will have access to this information. 
 
As Drexel uses the quarter system, my time to complete the interviews is fairly short and 
I am required to conduct my interviews between ** and ** **** 2017.  If you are willing 
and available to participate at that time, I would appreciate you letting me know at your 
earliest convenience using either my cell phone number or email address listed below.  
Thank you for your time! 
 
Very Respectfully, 
 
-ronan 
 
Cell:  (XXX) XXX-XXXX 
*****@drexel.edu 
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Appendix B: Research Consent Form 
 
Drexel University  
Consent to Take Part in a Research Study 
1. Title of research study:  Exploring the Experiences of Enlisted Active Duty Soldiers 
in Obtaining Their Initial College Degree:  A Basic Qualitative Study 
2. Researcher: The Principal Investigator of this study is Dr. Salvatore Falletta.  The 
Sub-Investigator for this study is Ronan Ramirez. 
3. Why you are being invited to take part in a research study 
We invite you to take part in a research study because this study will require 
twelve (12) to fifteen (15) formerly Enlisted Soldiers who have been discharged within 
the last seven years and who served a minimum of four years. The most important 
attribute of this group of Veterans recent experience on active duty in the US Army while 
working towards a degree.   
4. What you should know about a research study 
• Someone will explain this research study to you. 
• Whether or not you take part is up to you. 
• You can choose not to take part. 
• You can agree to take part now and change your mind later. 
• If you decide to not be a part of this research no one will hold it against you. 
• Feel free to ask all the questions you want before you decide. 
5. Who can you talk to about this research study? 
 If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, 
please contact the primary point-of-contact for this research, the Sub-Investigator, Ronan 
Ramirez at *****@drexel.edu or telephonically at (***) ***-****.  Additionally, you 
may also contact the Primary Investigator, Dr. Salvatore Falletta at ****@drexel.edu or 
telephonically at (***) ***-****.  This research has been reviewed and approved by an 
Institutional Review Board (IRB). An IRB reviews research projects so that steps are 
taken to protect the rights and welfare of human subjects taking part in the research.  You 
may talk to them at (***) ***-**** or email ****@drexel.edu for any of the following: 
• Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the 
researcher. 
• You cannot reach the researcher. 
• You want to talk to someone besides the researcher. 
• You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
• You want to get information or provide input about this research. 
 
6. Why is this research being done?      
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 This study seeks to identify the factors, in addition to deployments, which 
provide the greatest challenges to Enlisted Soldiers on active duty who are working to 
complete an initial college degree.  Based upon U.S. Army data, only 12% of Enlisted 
Soldiers possess any type of degree.  The low percentage of degree completion suggests 
there may be impediments of some sort.  This study will focus on the Enlisted Soldiers’ 
experiences in obtaining an initial college degree, whether it be an associate or bachelor’s 
degree based upon the researcher’s recognition that some may not be interested in 
completing an associate degree and solely desire to complete a bachelor’s degree. 
7. How long will the research last? 
We expect that you will be in this research study for approximately an hour based 
upon an interview being the sole means of collecting data for this study. 
8. How many people will be studied? 
We expect about 12-15 people will be in this research study.  Their interviews 
will be the sole means of collecting data for this study.   
9. What happens if I say yes, I want to be in this research? 
If you are interested in the participating in this research, please respond to this 
email that you wish to do so.  Following your commitment to participate, the researcher 
will identify a time and location most convenient for you to have the interview.  Once 
that time and place is established, prior to the interview the researcher will summarize the 
purpose of the interview, discuss the confidentiality of their participation as well as their 
required consent, and answer any questions regarding it as applicable.   
As previously stated, your anticipated participation will consist of a 45-60-minute 
interview (though most last approximately 30 minutes) that will explore your experiences 
as an Enlisted Soldier on active duty who attempted to complete a college degree.  
Currently, the researcher intends to conduct all interviews between 23 October and 10 
November 2017. 
10. What are my responsibilities if I take part in this research? 
If you take part in this research, it is very important that you:  
• Follow the researcher’s instructions. 
• Tell the investigator or researcher right away if you are unable to attend your 
scheduled interview date. 
• Provide truthful answers to the best of your recollection. 
11. What happens if I do not want to be in this research? 
You may decide not to take part in the research and it will not be held against you. 
12. What happens if I say yes, but I change my mind later? 
• If you agree to take part in the research now, you can stop at any time it will not 
be held against you. 
• If you decide to leave the research, please contact the researcher so that the 
researcher can attempt to find an additional participant if necessary. 
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• If you stop being in the research, already collected data may not be removed 
from the study database.  
13. Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? 
This study solely focuses on your experiences on active duty as it relates to your 
civilian education pursuits.  While there may have been traumatic experiences in other 
aspects of your military career, this study does not anticipate exploring them.  As a result, 
harmful effects of this study are considered remote. 
14. Do I have to pay for anything while I am on this study? 
There is no cost to you for participating in this study 
 
15. Will being in this study help me in any way? 
 We cannot promise any benefits to you or others from your taking part in this 
research. However, possible benefits include assisting the U.S. Army in establishing 
greater efficacy in the expenditure of Tuition Assistance funds towards degree 
completion, and a reduction of whatever administrative impediments exist for Enlisted 
Soldiers that may hinder their degree completion.  Moreover, this research may benefit 
institutions of higher education as well, providing them with a deeper understanding of 
what is needed in the way of support programs that will increase completion rates for 
their students who are Enlisted Soldiers. 
16. What happens to the information we collect? 
Efforts will be made to limit access to your personal information including 
research records.  We cannot promise complete secrecy. Organizations that may inspect 
and copy your information include the IRB and other representatives of this organization.  
All data collected for this research will be stored offline on an encrypted, password-
protected hard-drive.  We may publish the results of this research. However, we will keep 
your name and other identifying information confidential. 
17. What else do I need to know? 
 This research study is being done by Drexel University.  It is important for you to 
follow your physician’s instructions including notifying your study physician as soon as 
you are able of any complication or injuries that you experienced.  You will not be paid 
for any other injury- or illness-related costs, such as lost wages.  You are not waiving any 
legal rights by participating in this research study.  
  
  
123 
Appendix C: Interview Protocol 
 
Time: 
Date:  
Place: 
Interviewer: 
Interviewee: 
Status/Employment of Interviewee: 
Length of time in Service and Dates: 
Formats of college used on active duty: (In-person – Blended – Online) 
Rank at Discharge: 
Questions: 
 
1. What were your experiences in accessing civilian education while on active duty? 
2. Were there any courses that they offered to you at an Education Center or 
anywhere else that helped you prepare for taking college courses? 
3. What guidance did you seek from the Education Center? 
4. What motivated you to further your civilian education while on active duty? 
5. What Department of Defense and Army programs did you feel helped you the 
most in trying to complete your degree and why? 
6. What schools were the most helpful in your efforts to complete your degree and 
why? 
7. What were the biggest challenges you experienced while trying to complete your 
coursework while on active duty? 
8. What was your command support of you pursuing your civilian education while on 
active duty? 
9. How did trying to complete your educational requirements affect your family or 
your personal life 
10. If you could be Secretary of the Army for a day and walked into the Army 
  
124 
Education Office at the Pentagon, what advice would you give them? 
11. Is there anything else about your experiences in accessing civilian education, while 
on active duty that you’d like to share that I may not have asked you about? 
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Appendix D: Field Note Form 
 
 
 
1. Descriptive Notes 2. Reflective Notes 
 
 
 
